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CORRESPONDENCE 
To the Editor of The Cresset: 
In the editor's commentary in 
the November, 1986, issue he states 
that SDI, the Strategic Defense In-
itiative, is the central issue in the 
arms control debate. I agree with 
him on that point but disagree with 
his analysis. 
A strategic defense program has 
to be credible before it can be ef-
fective. The Soviet leadership has 
to believe that Star Wars will do 
what we say it will do. President 
Reagan's claim is that it will give us 
some invincible shield in space 
against an attack from nuclear bal-
listic missiles. Given the historical 
record of the development of both 
offensive and defensive weapons 
and given the complex, sophisti-
cated hardware and software sys-
tems that are needed to make such 
a defensive shield work, SDI is 
truly a pie-in-the-sky proposal. 
There are many difficult prob-
lems to be solved concerning the 
design of both hardware and 
software. All of the money-and 
we are talking about billions and 
billions and billions of dollars-that 
will be thrown away trying to come 
up with solutions will not make it 
work. Once again we are betting on 
a view of flawless technology to 
save us. 
Some of the hardware problems 
will be solved, but the more dif-
ficult problems in developing prob-
ably the most sophisticated software 
system ever proposed require that 
the science of software design be a 
much more mature science than it 
currently is or will be in the near 
future. The software systems that 
drive the space shuttles are primi-
tive compared to what SDI will re-
quire. The testing of both the 
hardware and software, operating 
as one unit, and the testing of even 
a simulation of such a system to 
prove that it will work the first time 
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it would have to be used is beyond 
the capability of the best software 
tools currently available. 
Not only do I and many others 
believe that Star Wars will not 
work, but one of the real problems 
is that, work or not, this is a dan-
gerous and destabilizing proposal. 
Dangerous, because it suggests that 
we are seeking superiority in the 
arms race, and destabilizing be-
cause it suggests that what we really 
want is a first-strike capability and 
that we don't really care about pre-
vious treaties such as the ABM trea-
ty to which we have agreed. This 
could lead to a serious miscalcula-
tion by either the Soviets or us. 
It should also be noted that SDI 
is not a purely defensive system as 
President Reagan has stated; the 
same technology and weapons that 
are being developed for this defen-
sive system can be turned right 
around and become part of offen-
sive systems. Clearly, the Soviets 
know this. 
Even if, after much debate, 
money, and time, Star Wars is put 
into place, the shield will not be 
leak-proof. The current estimate 
from the Department of Defense 
on the number o( ballistic missiles 
that might sneak through the sys-
tem is between 0.1 per cent and 2.0 
per cent. This means that any-
where from 3 to 6,000 missiles 
would hit U.S. targets, and that is 
assuming today's figures on the 
number of ballistic missiles the 
Soviets have remain constant. 
It also should be noted there are 
many other types of nuclear 
weapons in the Soviet arsenal for 
which SDI will not be a defense. It 
is quite clear that in the next ten to 
fifteen years the Soviets will con-
tinue their research on newer and 
more exotic offensive and defen-
sive weapons unless they have some 
reason to slow down the arms race. 
SDI may have brought them to the 
bargaining table, but it certainly is 
not going to scare them into be-
coming any more rational than we 
are about the development and de-
ployment of nuclear weapons sys-
tems. 
I do not think for one minute 
that a hard and fast deal could 
have been struck at the Reykjavik 
Summit, nor that the cold war 
would have ended had President 
Reagan and General Secretary Gor-
bachev shook hands as they left the 
Summit meeting. However, had 
Reagan been the one who was a lit-
tle more flexible on Star Wars, 
maybe, just maybe, we could have 
seen the beginnings of a serious 
dialogue on nuclear arms control. 
Given the fact that, realistically, 
SDI will be in the research labs for 
many years to come, we could have 
agreed to explore the possibility of 
limiting work on Star Wars to re-
search in order to find out how 
serious the Soviets really are about 
nuclear weapons reductions. In-
stead, we are left with the same old 
results; both the Soviets and us ac-




James Nuechterlein responds: 
Bill Marion's comments are 
thoughtful and moderate, but they 
nonetheless seem to me to contain 
many of the same exaggerated 
claims and internal contradictions 
that mark so much anti-SDI 
rhetoric. 
Professor Marion begins by as-
suring us that SDI is unworkable. 
It can 't be done, he says. Since I 
am not a professor of mathematics 
and computer science, and he is, I 
will not presume to engage him on 
SDI's technical feasibility, except to 
note that while a majority of his sci-
entific colleagues appear to agree 
with him, not all do. 
Scientists arguing as he does 
against a given technological proJ-
ect have been wrong before (e.g., 
on nuclea~ weapons), and so long 
as there are competent experts who 
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disagree with him on SDI's feasibil-
ity-and there are-he will have to 
understand why some of us can not 
accept his negative assurances on 
faith. Surely the history of science 
and technology ought to warn any 
of us about appearing too certain 
as to what the next generation's re-
search might open up. It has hap-
pened often enough before: pie-in-
the-sky today, pie-in-the-oven to-
morrow. 
As with so many opponents of 
SDI, Professor Marion shifts ab-
ruptly-and oddly-from the argu-
ment that SDI can't work to the ar-
gument that it is dangerous and 
destabilizing. But how can this be? 
How can a non-credible threat 
threaten? If the Soviets know that 
SDI is unworkable-as Professor 
Marion suggests they do-why 
should they worry about it? Should 
they not rather encourage us in 
our hopeless-and terribly expen-
sive-folly? Why be concerned 
about the uses, defensive or offen-
sive, of a technology that is only a 
fantasy? If SDI will not work, it 
can't destabilize anything. One sus-
pects that the Russians, who give 
every evidence of being terrified of 
SDI, are rather less sure than is 
Professor Marion of its infeasibility. 
And their fright, in any case, 
does not automatically translate 
into destabilization. The Soviets 
might be scared but they are not 
insane, and it is difficult to believe 
that they would be led by fear of 
SDI into some rash action (e.g., a 
pre-emptive nuclear strike) since 
they know that we already have the 
capability to absorb any such strike 
and still make a catastrophic re-
sponse. The Russians may be 
frightened, but there is no reason 
to suspect that they are suicidal. 
Professor Marion is also typical 
of SDI opponents in suggesting 
that only a leak-proof shield would 
accomplish its purpose. But surely 
that does not follow. If the Soviets 
feared that the number of their 
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missiles getting through might be 
as low as 0.1 per cent (and if that 
low, why not lower?), that would 
surely act as a most significant-
one would think overwhelming-
deterrent. At such minimal proba-
bility levels of success, nuclear at-
tack would be absurd. 
Professor Marion prefers arms 
control to SDI. But let us assume a 
level of nuclear arms reduction 
beyond our present wildest hopes: 
50 per cent, 75 per cent, 90 per 
cent. What would really change? 
We and the Soviets would still re-
tain the capability of destroying 
each other many times over, which 
means that deterrence would still 
consist in the threat of the slaugh-
ter of millions of innocent civilians. 
Now it may be that that is the 
best we can do. If SDI can't work, 
Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) 
is all that remains. But let us be 
clear as to the stark alternatives 
that face us. Nuclear weapons can 
not be disinvented or wished away; 
if we can't defend against them, as 
with SDI, a policy of deterrence 
that violates our most cherished 
moral principles is the only avail-
able option. 
In the end, the fundamental 
problem between the U.S. and 
U.S.S.R. is political, not technologi-
cal. Only utopians-and I accept 
Professor Marion's assurances that 
he is not one--can believe in any 
early end to the massive differences 
in political and moral values that 
separate us from the Russians and 
that create the conditions of our 
military competition. In the mean-
time, our military choices can only 
be grim ones. Absolute nuclear dis-
armament will not happen (and if 
it did would leave the Soviets with 
a frightening military advantage); 
relative nuclear disarmament has 
its benefits, but should not be over-
valued. 
In the editorial in question, I in-
dicated my agnosticism as to SDI's 
feasibility. I hold to that. My reluc-
tance to close the door entirely on 
SDI stems not from scientific cre-
dulity but from the sense that, in a 
world of unattractive alternatives, a 
workable SDI would be better than 
anything else currently imaginable. 
We should be very certain that it 
can't work before we give up on it. 
summer 
where does it say 
August nights have 
to be so hot? 
the old dog 
hears me 
and thumps her tail 
on the floor 
(if I look at her 
I'll have to get right 
down there with her 
you should see her eyes) 
the kid across the street 
has just about mastered 
the drums-just about-
and tonight 
on our walk 
I wondered at the cool 
breeze I felt when we turned 
at those big poplars 
no doubt 
it's hot in Illinois too 
my Dad 
will be dozing in his chair 
•• •• 
the farm dazzling in moonlight 
J. T. Ledbetter 
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IN LUCE TUA 
Comment on Contemporary Affairs by the Editor 
The lragua Fiasco 
There must be something fresh left to say concern-
ing the Iran/Nicaraguan contra (lragua) fiasco, but at 
this point we can't imagine what it might be. Still, an 
issue so big simply cannot be ignored. The Cresset's 
long publishing lead-time has taught us extreme cau-
tion in commenting on breaking stories, but certain 
general observations can perhaps be offered. 
In the first place, this was an absolute political disas-
ter. Seldom in memory has there been a policy on 
which judgment was so unanimous: everyone agrees 
that the sending of arms to the Iranian government 
was an egregious and inexplicable blunder. Indeed, 
President Reagan's conservative allies have been if any-
thing more outraged in their reactions to the arms 
shipments than have his liberal opponents. If there is 
anyone at all outside the White House grounds who 
thinks the policy a good idea, he has not risen to vis-
ibility. 
One can only wonder what the Administration had 
in mind. There was nothing at all wrong with attempt-
ing to establish informal contacts with moderate forces 
in Iran-if that indeed is what was intended-but 
there was everything in the world wrong with dem-
onstrating good faith by the provision of arms to the 
government. And only the incurably credulous can be-
lieve there was no direct relationship between the arms 
shipment and the release of American hostages in 
Lebanon. In making that exchange, the Administra-
tion made a mockery of its endlessly reiterated-and 
quite correct-policy of not making deals with ter-
rorists or those who control them. 
There is little wonder that the President has been so 
uncharacteristically ineffective in his public explana-
tions and justifications of the policy. One cannot ex-
pect to look one's best while engaging in defense of 
the indefensible. Mr. Reagan's vague concession that 
errors were made in the execution of the policy does 
not begin to do justice to the reality of the blunder 
that constituted conception of the policy in the first 
place. The President may indeed have meant well, but 
he did terribly. 
As for the diversion of funds from the Iranian arms 
sales to the contras, the details are still so vague as to 
make sensible comment difficult. We're not sure of the 
amounts of cash involved, of how the transfer was ef-
fected, or, most importantly, of who conceived and di-
rected the policy. It's clear that Lt. Col. Oliver North 
of the National Security Council was centrally in-
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volved, but it is not at all clear under whose orders, 
if anyone's, he was operating. Former NSC director 
John Poindexter has refused to testify concerning his 
role, and everyone else on whom suspicion might fall, 
from the President on down, has pleaded ignorance. 
It may well be that North (and possibly others) vio-
lated laws then in effect forbidding government aid to 
the contras, but that area, like so much else in this 
strange affair, remains murky. 
Mr. Reagan insists that he knew nothing about the 
diversion of funds, and there is no good reason to sus-
pect him of lying. Indeed, the White House now ap-
pears to hope that the various investigations will con-
clude that neither the President nor other high Ad-
ministration officials were involved in the contra end of 
the Iragua affair. That not only strains credulity 
(could North-and perhaps Poindexter-actually have 
been involved in so sensitive an operation without 
higher authorization?) but, even if true, it provides the 
Administration only the most dubious consolation. 
What kind of White House could be so badly run as 
to allow relatively low-level officials to conduct a pri-
vate-and illegal-foreign policy? For the President, 
ignorance may be a preferable charge to criminal cul-
pability, but it's still a crushing indictment. 
All in all, there can be no doubt that the Reagan 
presidency has been badly damaged. The chief execu-
tive who just a few months ago had the highest ap-
proval rating of any President in memory at that point 
of his presidency now is in his worst difficulty since 
taking office. 
Yet for all the self-inflicted damage the Administra-
tion has sustained, we still believe that those who talk 
of a crippled presidency or make analogies to Water-
gate considerably overstate the case. Ronald Reagan 
retains the affection and respect of a substantial 
number of Americans, and they are willing, indeed 
eager, to offer him the benefit of the doubt. They 
want him to succeed, and while they overwhelmingly 
agree that he blundered in this affair, there is in them 
no taste for the political jugular. When Richard Nixon 
floundered over Watergate, he had no residual base of 
personal support on which he could rely. President 
Reagan does, and that makes a considerable differ-
ence. 
The comparisons of Iragua to Watergate seem 
mostly fanciful. Watergate had to do with private and 
sordid political gain, and its real essence lay not in the 
actual break-in but in the cover-up and massive lying 
that followed the original act. There is no evidence as 
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of now of anything comparable in the current situa-
tion. All this assumes, of course, that things are as they 
seem; everything could change-and the Watergate 
analogies could start to take on substance-if evidence 
of major deception in the Administration should come 
to light. 
It is such deception that the press would desperately 
like to uncover. Reagan loyalists speak darkly of a 
media attempt, rooted in ideology, to undermine the 
Administration. There's no doubt something of that in 
certain circles, but it's not the heart of the matter. 
Iragua is simply a major story, and the natural com-
petitive urges of the press, accentuated by a 
generalized populist instinct to regard all public fig-
ures as knaves or fools, generate an overwhelming 
desire to uncover dread secrets. 
A certain amount of wretched excess inevitably re-
sults. Thus the generally miserable coverage of the de-
cisions by North and Poindexter to invoke the fifth 
amendment before Congressional committees. Since a 
special prosecutor had been appointed to investigate 
potential criminal wrong-doing, and since it remained 
quite unclear what precise laws, if any, might have 
been violated, the lawyers for the two men naturally 
instructed their clients not to testify. Any other advice 
would have been recklessly irresponsible. Yet much-
though not all-of the media coverage (abetted by the 
comments of certain self-serving politicians) contrived 
to make the taking of the fifth seem the equivalent of 
a declaration of willful deception and guilt. 
We are also getting the breathless "CBS has learned" 
kind of report that raises pseudo-revelation to the 
level of high drama. There's a lot of journalistic heavy 
breathing going on that has not, so far at least, been 
justified. But that's an inevitable accompaniment of 
stories of this magnitude, and it is misplaced energy 
for Reagan supporters to try to turn media extrava-
gances into an ideological plot (though there are in-
deed ideological elements involved in press coverage). 
Our best guess at this moment is that the Reagan 
presidency will survive Iragua. But we return to our 
original point: this was an incredible policy blunder, 
and the President has only himself and his closest as-
sociates to blame for it. He can recover from the de-
bacle, but to do so he will have to demonstrate that he 
has regretted of it and learned from it. As of now, he 
has done neither of these things. Cl 
The Bishops & the American Economy 
Regular readers of these columns will be aware that 
one of its proprietor's recurring complaints is the habit 
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of Christians too quickly to identify their political pre-
ferences with religious imperatives. 
It happens far too often that people of faith display 
more certainty than is justified concerning the conso-
nance of their particular ideologies '':md programs with 
the requirements of God's word. Liberation theolo-
gians on the Left transform the gospel of grace into 
a paradigm of revolution, while the new religious 
Right uses it to underwrite a program of reaction. 
And the problem exists in the middle of the political 
spectrum as well as at its extremes: people of religious 
sensibilities, rightly determined to keep politics an-
chored in moral decency, are inevitably tempted, what-
ever their political views, to discern a higher degree of 
moral specificity than is typically warranted in the am-
biguous world of politics. 
This temptation can be guarded against, but cannot 
entirely be overcome: those never tempted at all are 
those who improperly make no connection whatever 
between their political and religious views. The bal-
ance required is indeed fme; the line between moral 
cynicism and political religion cannot be maintained 
with perfect precision or consistency. No simple set of 
rules can cover all contingencies. The eternally prob-
lematic nature of the relationship between religion and 
politics can only be worked out in practice, not theory. 
What is so depressing about the American religious 
scene is the lack of serious engagement between the 
political and moraUreligious realms. Those looking for 
rigorous probing of the complex interrelationships in-
volved will in general be better advised to focus on 
secular sources rather than religious ones. There's a 
lot of serious thought going on in America about polit-
ical morality, but not much of it is being done in or 
by the churches, which tend to leap to preaching and 
moralizing in advance or in place of serious analysis. 
Those who attend to the churches' teachings on poli-
tics are more likely to do so in order to have their par-
ticular biases massaged than to be intellectually chal-
lenged or carefully informed. 
Things needn't be that way, and they sometimes 
aren't. An intriguing and instructive-also sometimes 
cautionary-exercise in relating religion and politics 
has been conducted over the past few years by the 
Roman Catholic church in the effort by its bishops to 
put together a pastoral letter on the American econo-
my. That exercise deserves attention and, in many 
ways, admiration, though its final product still dis-
played too many of the characteristic flaws of its 
genre. 
The best thing about the final document-ratified 
by the bishops in late November-was that it rep-
resented a genuine process of discussion and debate. 
Before the bishops issued the first draft of their letter 
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in November, 1984, they heard representations from 
a wide variety of individuals and perspectives. How-
ever, a number of Catholic lay people of conservative 
and neoconservative inclinations suspected that the 
bishops (and their staff assistants) were, despite their 
display of openness, already predisposed towards a 
more critical view of American capitalism than the 
laity thought appropriate, and so they, organizing 
themselves as the Lay Commission on Catholic Social 
Teaching, issued their own separate analysis. The 
bishops' final draft (Economic justice for All) did not 
satisfy all the lay commission's criticisms (see the com-
mission's counter-statement, Liberty and justice for All), 
but the draft was without doubt a considerably more 
moderate and balanced declaration than it would have 
been in the absence of lay pressures and objections. 
Press reports of the two documents have naturally 
emphasized their differences, but it is worth noting at 
the outset significant areas of agreement. The bishops 
were considerably more critical of the American eco-
nomic system than was the lay commission (which was 
co-chaired by William E. Simon and Michael Novak), 
but it is nonetheless accurate to depict Economic justice 
for All as a pro-capitalist document. Not only is it non-
socialist in its sympathies, it is also rather less statist 
than one might have expected, especially when one re-
calls how skeptical has been the tradition of Catholic 
social teaching in its attitude toward free-market eco-
nomics. 
The lay commission itself notes with approval the at-
tention paid by the bishops to the role of enterprise, 
creativity, and invention, the importance of economic 
growth and job creation, and the value of free eco-
nomic institutions. And since the laity's Liberty and jus-
tice for All is by no means a blanket endorsement of 
laissez-faire, one can reasonably regard the two docu-
ments as more complementary than contradictory. As 
the lay commission notes, "The bishops recognize 
other economic agents besides the state. We recognize 
important economic roles for the state." 
Yet, of course, fundamental disagreements remain. 
As the quotation just cited indicates, the two reports 
differ in the relative emphasis placed on the roles of 
the public and private sectors in maintaining a pros-
perous and just economic system. In addressing the 
workings of the American political economy, the 
bishops emphasize the "political" while the laity focus 
on the role of the private economy. 
From the perspective of the lay commission, the 
bishops fail to understand how poor nations become 
prosperous (it's through independent economic de-
velopment, the lay commission says, not foreign aid); 
they put too much emphasis and trust in the state in 
economic activity; they have an inadequate grasp of 
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such critical concepts as enterprise, markets, and prof-
its; they are confused in their understanding of eco-
nomic rights (whether from a secular or even Catholic 
perspective); their opposition to spending on defense 
is excessive and misguided; they place too much em-
phasis on "solidarity" and not enough on pluralism; 
they are preoccupied with economic equality and inat-
tentive to liberty; their discussion of problems of pov-
erty, welfare, unemployment, and taxation in the 
United States is one-sided and often misleading; and, 
finally, they are largely blind to the moral and 
spiritual resources already present in American eco-
nomic habits and institutions. 
All these are complex and arguable matters, and it 
would take far more space than is here available to ad-
judicate them in full. We think that, on balance, the 
lay commission has had the better of the argument. 
The bishops, from our perspective, have put too much 
emphasis on distribution of the economic product, not 
enough on its creation. Like so many of liberal persua-
sion, they seem to assume prosperity as a given, and 
worry only--or at least disproportionately-about 
whether the economic pie will be evenly cut up. They 
provide no adequate response to the fundamental 
free-market argument that a free society is, inevitably, 
an unequal society. (It should be noted that the lay 
commission fully accepts that those who, through no 
fault of their own, cannot provide for themselves must 
be taken care of by society. But the lay report consis-
tently puts more emphasis on self-reliance and per-
sonal responsibility than does the bishops' statement.) 
But that is not really the issue we wish to address 
here. The point is not whether the bishops or the laity 
have a firmer grasp on economic reality. On that mat-
ter, we would insist, Christians can reasonably be ex-
pected to disagree. The issue rather is whether one 
position or the other can presume for itself a claim to 
Christian moral superiority. If that is not the case-
and we doubt that it is-then questions arise as to the 
nature and point of the bishops' exercise. 
The issue, it must be emphasized, is not whether the 
bishops should involve themselves in political or eco-
nomic matters; it is rather the basis or the occasion on 
which they should do so. The lay commission raises 
the important questions. 
We ... have some concern that the bishops have in a 
few places gone beyond the bounds of their authority in 
two respects. First, in some passages they have risked 
making prescriptions that belong more properly to lay au-
thorities and public democratic choice. They thus risk 
cloaking their political and social opinions on concrete 
matters with ecclesiastical authority. Second, in some pass-
ages they have risked placing their moral authority be-
hind practical economic policies whose unintended conse-
quences, if errant and evil, can bring their genuine religi-
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ous authority into disrepute. To the extent that they take 
sides on partisan issues, in matters not specifically en-
trusted to their care, they forfeit the moral authority of 
a position beyond partisan politics. Large sections of the 
final draft are properly sheltered from these faults. But 
no one can deny ... that some passages are both exces-
sively concrete and excessively opinionated. 
Excessively concrete and excessively opinionated; 
that is the problem. The issue is one of competence. 
Reasonable people, after all, do not approach 
bishops-or any other ecclesiastical authorities-for 
advice on ordinary economic matters. It is not for the 
church to adjudicate between Keynesian and supply-
side models of economic activity. We look to the 
church for guidance on the moral implications of eco-
nomic and political policy, and even there, that guid-
ance will be of value to us only insofar as it is consis-
tent with socio-economic reality. 
It is important that we be reminded to care for the 
poor and have regard for justice, and it is the church's 
continuing duty to issue those reminders in timely and 
relevant fashion. But when we are dealing with spe-
cific policy options, it will not do to invoke terms like 
"compassion" or "caring" as governing principles with-
out regard to actual results. In social policy, the only 
morality that counts is in outcomes, not motivation. 
Everything else is self-indulgence. The morality we 
want in politics and economics is that which has been 
rigorously purged of sentimentality. 
The bishops' competence is in theology and morals, 
not economics. When their advice gets too detailed 
and specific, or when they cloak arguable policy pre-
ferences with unearned moral authority, then they do 
us and themselves a disservice. To the extent that 
church authorities leave themselves open to reasonable 
suspicion of partisan activity, whether intended or not, 
they not only forfeit their moral authority in social 
matters, they do damage to their more essential 
priestly functions. If our bishops regularly confuse 
theology and politics, we will come to distrust them in 
the former as in the latter. The church properly gets 
into politics only when it must; when it need not, it 
should not. To act otherwise is to divide the body of 
Christ unnecessarily, and there is no more grievous 
dereliction of duty that church officials can commit. 
The bishops' letter on the American economy is in 
many ways an intelligent, thoughtful, and compelling 
document. It raises important questions, and correctly 
reminds us that an economic system must be judged 
not only on the basis of aggregates, but on how well 
the least fortunate in society fare under it. The 
bishops are right to suggest that a system as produc-
tive as ours should not tolerate as much poverty as it 
does. 
But we suspect that the nature of that poverty is 
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rather more complex than the bishops concede. If, as 
most analysts argue, the roots of poverty are at least 
as much social and cultural as they are narrowly eco-
nomic, then recommendations, such as those the 
bishops make, to expand and nationalize welfare be-
nefits may not necessarily offer an adequate solution 
to the problem. In any case, such policy options must 
stand or fall on their merits, not on the amount of 
good will behind them. Like the members of the lay 
commission, we are least happy with the bishops' ad-
monitions when they get most specific. 
Nonetheless, the bishops' statement, and especially 
the extensive process of discussion, open debate, and 
willingness at least to consider competing views that 
accompanied it, are worthy of respect. In this matter, 
at least, the Protestant mainstream churches have 
something to learn from their Catholic brethren. The 
bishops' letter has its flaws and excesses, but it reflects 
far less of the elitist amateurism that dominates the 
councils of Protestant social policy agencies and ren-
ders them irrelevant to serious social analysis. 
We are sure that Protestant church-and-society bu-
reaucracies would benefit greatly if they would seek-
and seriously heed-the kind of sophisticated and 
knowledgeable advice that the lay commission offered 
the Catholic bishops and that is abundantly available as 
well among Protestant laity. Morality, after all, is too 
important to be left to the preachers. C: 
Once in Turley's Woods 
Deep inside the woods 
petals of green fire danced 
like rain on branches, 
and somewhere in the haze 
of summer dreams grew warmer 
in the long long hours. 
Later, when I heard the rake 
of branches against the roof 
I dreamed you were still here, 
and heard the horses stamp their feet 
in the snow, their breath small puffs 
of cloud in the dark. 
J. T. Ledbetter 
The Cresset 
Richard Maxwell 
SHOAH AND THE USES OF HISTORY 
Reflections on a Film and Its Implications 
Perhaps an entire history of cinema could be written 
around the movement (both inside and outside) of the train: 
L'Arrivee d'un train en gare, Black Diamond Express, 
The Great Train Robbery, The Lonedale Operator, 
Intolerance, The Pilgrim, The Iron Horse, The Gen-
eral ... 
-Gerald Mast, Film/Cinema/Movie 
I 
Claude Lanzmann's Shoah is composed exclusively of 
photographed interviews from roughly the last six 
years and photographic scrutiny of present-day land-
scapes; Lanzmann thus hopes to reconstruct the reality 
of the Nazi death camps at Treblinka, Chelmno, and 
Auschwitz where millions of people, mostly Jews, were 
murdered. The point of the reconstruction cannot be 
communicated by any one image or claim. However, if 
we are to understand Lanzmann's purpose, we might 
be best off starting with something immediate, some-
thing present in the world. Let us begin, therefore, by 
noticing the trains. 
Ruth Elias, a survivor of Auschwitz, remembers ar-
riving at the camp in a cattle wagon: "It was warm in-
side, because we made the heat, we heated it up with 
our temperature, body temperature. One evening the 
train came to a stop. The next day in the evening the 
doors were opened and there was a terrible screaming: 
'Out, out, out, out!' We were shocked, we didn't know 
what was going on, where we are, we saw only SS with 
dogs, and we saw in the distance symmetric lights." 1 
This is Auschwitz as experienced by someone on the 
edge of being processed, "verarbeitet." She knows only 
that something is wrong. However, since things are 
happening fast, she does not yet realize the efficiency 
Richard Maxwell, who writes regularly on Film for The 
Cresset, teaches English at Valparaiso University and is 
Chairman of the University's Committee on Film Studies. 
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of the operation. Within three hours of the moment 
she recollects, almost everyone getting off the trains 
would be reduced to ashes. 
Another viewpoint is that of the "special detail," the 
group of Jews selected to perform certain tasks at Au-
schwitz, such as raking the furnace where bodies were 
incinerated. Filip Muller, a survivor from the "detail," 
observes that his life "depended on the train loads ... 
We in the. 'special detail' knew that a lack of trains 
would lead to our liquidation." This is Auschwitz as 
experienced by someone in a special kind of hell. Mul-
ler had time to learn; he came to understand the logic 
behind the industrial, factory-like routines of extermi-
nation. To wish that the trains would come was to wish 
a horrible death for thousands of others; to wish that 
the trains not arrive was to will one's own extinction. 
A third perspective is afforded by Henrik Gaw-
kowski. Gawkowski is a Pole who drove the locomotive 
that pushed cattle cars to Treblinka (Lanzmann is 
meticulous about such details). We see the old en-
gineer ride the old route. His face has fallen in; he 
looks like death. His head out a window or door-it's 
hard to say which-he watches familiar landmarks re-
cede behind him. Ahead of him, the station sign for 
Treblinka looms up into the film frame. Did he hear 
screams? asks Lanzmann through a translator. "Obvi-
ously." Can one get used to that? "No. It was extremely 
distressing to him. He knew the people behind him 
were human, like him. The Germans gave him and 
the other workers vodka to drink. Without drinking 
they couldn't have done it." 
Walter Stier, "former head of Reich Railways De-
partment 33 of the Nazi Party," offers yet a fourth 
view. You never saw a train? "No, never. We had so 
much work, I never left my desk. We worked day and 
night." Stier maintains that he knew nothing of what 
1Here, as elsewhere in this essay, I quote from the script 
of Shoah as published by Pantheon Books (1985). The 
Pantheon edition gives Lanzmann's questions in italics, a 
practice I have followed. Where answers are quoted in 
the third person, the presence of a translator is implied. 
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happened at Treblinka or Auschwitz, despite his re-
sponsibility for commissioning "special trains" that serv-
iced these places. He can barely identify Auschwitz: 
"that camp-what was its name? It was in the Oppeln 
district. ... " With increasing implausibility, Stier main-
tains that the Poles knew everything about the death 
camps while German bureaucrats like himself could 
have known nothing. 
Trains were essential to the Nazi project: extermina-
tion of whole races (Gypsies as well as Jews) could not 
proceed without large-scale industrial resources, mass 
transportation included. For many years this insight 
has belonged to the realm of public discourse; it is ad-
vanced by the historian Raul Hilberg, the one mainly 
scholarly figure interviewed in Shoah. Lanzmann's 
treatment of the trains, however, produces novel ef-
fects. Lanzmann is compulsive. He is willing to return 
again and again to the same topics. The trains-and 
the part they played in state-sponsored genocide-can 
thus assume a peculiar kind of life. The tracks, the 
smoke, the engine, even the engineer: they are all 
there before us, on the screen. At the same time their 
history is being recalled, pieced together from 
memories. We come to feel that we know the trains-
within and without. 
Trains were essential to the Nazi 
project: extermination of whole races 
(Gypsies as well as Jews) could not 
proceed without large-scale industrial 
resources, mass transport included. 
In bringing us to this state of mind, Lanzmann has 
exploited a technical property of film: that what we 
see in motion on the screen usually seems to belong to 
the present (compare still photographs, which have an 
elegaic quality). He has also relied on a synthesis of 
sight and sound. There are train tracks at Auschwitz 
today; the camera moves along them; they are ours, 
not some other time's. And then, of course, it occurs 
to us that the words we hear are also in some sense 
ours, that they do not speak only of the past. An ob-
sessively precise historical reconstruction has suddenly 
deposited us in the present moment. 
Such accomplishments need not be welcomed. 
Lanzmann can be boorishly aggressive in his pursuit of 
historical memories. Sometimes he seems to be tortur-
ing his interviewees, Jews included. Furthermore, he 
lacks journalistic scruples: he is more than willing to 
eavesdrop on old Nazis by means of hidden cameras 
and microphones. While Shoah has been well reviewed, 
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many people have reservations about it. Irving Howe 
has recently asked: "Can we really say that in reading 
a memoir or novel about the Holocaust, or in seeing 
a film such as Shoah, we gain the pleasure, or catharsis, 
that is customarily associated with the aesthetic trans-
action? More disquieting, can we be sure that we do 
not gain a sort of illicit pleasure from our pained sub-
mission to such works?"2 
To which I would answer: we cannot be sure. No 
one's motives are pure, likely enough. All the same, 
Shoah's treatment of the past within the present de-
serves a "submission" which is more than "pained," 
however inevitable pain might be. Perhaps I can best 
explain why by comparing Shoah's kind of history with 
a more uplifting kind just hinted at by Howe. 
II 
Without exception, Nazi camps set up for the mass-
murder of Jews were located in Poland.3 Lanzmann 
interviewed peasants who farmed near the Treblinka 
camp and the railroad tracks that led to it. As they ap-
pear in Shoah, these peasants are a sly and uncouth lot. 
We do not feel, upon viewing them, that rural life has 
had an edifying effect. Their reminiscences combine 
platitude, malice, and self-interest: a common mixture 
among human beings but here unusually vivid and 
therefore unusually repugnant. 
While all this was happening before their eyes, normal life 
went on? They worked their fwlds? ... Were they afraid for 
the jews too? "Well, he says, it's this way: if I cut my 
finger, it doesn't hurt him. They knew about the Jews: 
the convoys came in here, and then went to the camp, 
and the people vanished." Which is to say: we, the 
peasants, are sorry that the Jews had to die, nonethe-
less we are glad that they no longer live among us. 
Occasionally the tone of peasant testimony changes; 
a picture of passive acquiescence in Nazi atrocity gives 
way to a picture of exultant moral support. A telling 
detail is described by at least four witnesses in Shoah. 
One Jewish survivor of the camps tells of being inside 
a train and seeing Poles outside draw fingers across 
their throats. It was unclear from his point of view 
what the gesture meant. The peasants speak more 
plainly. "Once there were foreign Jews-they were this 
fat-riding in passenger cars, ... They said they were 
going to a factory. On arrival they saw what kind of 
a factory it was. We'd gesture [to the Jews in railroad 
cars] that they'd be killed." 
Given these words, the throat-slitting gesture cannot 
2"Writing and the Holocaust," The New Republic, 27 Oc-
tober 1986. 
3See Map 8 in Martin Gilbert's The Holocaust: Maps and 
Photographs (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978). 
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have been intended helpfully. However, when 
Lanzmann asks for clarification, what did that gesture 
mean?, there is a quick retreat towards ambiguity: the 
gesture meant "that death awaited them." Just for a 
moment the speaker has identified himself as an 
actor-and then, with a quick cunning, thought better 
of this leap. He interprets his own act in a strangely 
neutral way, as though its purpose were to convey in-
formation. 
The Polish Resistance movement was 
characterized by virulent anti-
Semitism; it comes as no surprise 
that the movement gave no help, and 
above all no arms, to Polish Jews. 
It is clearly Lanzmann's desire to identify these 
Polish peasants and others like them as indirect ac-
complices in the murder of six million Jews. Shoah's in-
sistence on this point has not escaped the Polish-Amer-
ican Congress. At Valparaiso University this past fall, 
I arranged for a public showing of the film in two seg-
ments on two successive evenings. Between the first 
and the second evening, there appeared in several 
mailboxes at the University a letter from the Congress 
(Indiana Division). The letter is titled "Shoah-A One-
Sided Presentation of the Holocaust." 
It makes the following claims: 1) The Jewish leader-
ship of Europe "could not comprehend the stark real-
ity of the 'final solution."' This failure contributed to 
the deaths of many Jews. 2) The Polish government-
in-exile could not convince Western powers of that 
same "stark reality." Western powers, including the 
United States, must also bear responsibility for the 
deaths of many Jews. 3) By forgiving the Jews who 
worked in the death camps but condemning "simple 
Polish peasants" for collaboration with Nazis, 
Lanzmann "introduces a double moral standard." 4) 
"Polish efforts to save the Jews were on a much 
broader scale than elsewhere in occupied Europe." 
This letter has little importance in itself. So far as I 
know, its circulation has not been wide. Nonetheless 
the content and tone of the arguments it advances are 
worth our careful study; the Polish-American Con-
gress has embraced an approach to collective memory 
quite influential in popular historical practice. An 
analysis of the four claims listed above will help me 
test Lanzmann's accuracy-is he really so "one-sided" 
as all that?-while moving towards the issue just be-
neath the surface, the question of whether facts should 
always be told or always be remembered. 
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I will say of the letter's first claim mainly that it is 
true-though given the futile search for a country of 
refuge, it is not clear that Polish Jews could have es-
caped their fate, simply because they could not have 
escaped Poland.4 The third claim, I think, depends on 
a kind of cleverness which should be restricted to 
high-school debating teams and even there discour-
aged. The actions of the Jewish "special details" are 
not comparable to the actions of the Polish peasants 
interviewed by Lanzmann-though it is probable, as 
Lanzmann suggests in an interview with the wife of a 
Nazi schoolteacher, that the Germans thought little 
more of Poles than of Jews and would for most pur-
poses have associated the two groups. 
This leaves us with the second and fourth points, 
each of which demands more extensive consideration. 
The fourth, the reference to Polish efforts to save 
Jews, could provoke no dissention from Lanzmann or 
anyone else. What is dubious about the statement is 
not what it says but what it leaves out. As Abraham 
Brumberg has recently written, "thousands of Poles 
did indeed risk their lives to save Jews, but most of 
them lived in fear of betrayal by fellow Poles." 
If we consult the testimony of Marek Edelman, last 
survivor among the leaders of the Warsaw Ghetto up-
rising, we discover that the Polish Resistance move-
ment was characterized by virulent anti-Semitism; it 
hardly comes as a surprise that the movement gave no 
help, and above all no arms, to Polish Jews in their 
fight against the Nazis.5 Most important of all is the 
reception accorded those Polish Jews who attempted to 
return home after being freed from concentration 
camps. In many cases they found that gentile Poles 
had occupied their homes and would not give them up 
4See Map 12 in Gilbert's Holocaust. 
5Brumberg makes his comment in "A Last Stand in Po-
land," The New York Times Book Review, 19 October 1986. 
Cf. Norman Davies' "The Survivor's Voice," The New York 
Review of Books, 20 November 1986. Like Brumberg, 
Davies reviews Marek Edelman's recently translated 
Shielding the Flame; it is striking how differently Edel-
man's testimony is used by these two writers. Brumberg 
emphasizes a side of Edelman's writing (especially an in-
terview with the Polish underground journal Czas, given 
ten years after Shielding the Flame was written) which 
would strongly support Lanzmann's analysis in Shoah; 
Davies uses Edelman (and particularly his decision to re-
main in Poland) to attack Lanzmann's motives. The not-
so-hidden item on Davies' agenda is the desirability of 
the state of Israel. He suggests that Poles and Jews got 
along pretty well and-where they didn't-that there was 
wrong on both sides; ergo, nationalist, narrow-minded 
Zionists misled the Jews of Poland by encouraging them 
to depart for the Middle East after World War II. With-
out feeling any enthusiasm for Israel's foreign policy, I 
find it hard to swallow this interpretation of recent his-
tory. 
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(Lanzmann interviews a number of Poles who lived in 
once-Jewish dwellings). In Kiecle, on 4 July 1946, "an 
old-style post-Hitler pogrom erupted .... Repatriation 
had beome a meaningless slogan."6 Poland at the pres-
ent day is home to only a few thousand Jews. 
This brings me, finally, to the second claim of the 
Polish-American Congress, regarding the Polish 
government-in-exile and its communications with the 
Allied powers. The letter ignores the fact that this 
topic is treated in the longest uninterrupted narration 
during the ten hours of Shoah. The speaker is Jan 
Karski, described as "university professor (USA), 
former courier of the Polish government in exile." 
Karski is photographed in a beautifully lit and 
spacious book-lined room. When he first opens his 
mouth, he cannot get out many words: he begins 
weeping, then leaves the room, only to be called back 
by the filmmaker (who here as elsewhere exerts a 
remarkable influence on his subjects.) Then he starts 
all over again. He tells how two Jewish leaders in 
Warsaw came to visit him. One was a Zionist, one a 
leader of the Bund (the Jewish socialist movement). 
Karski took particularly to the Bund leader, who 
"looked like a Polish nobleman, a gentleman, with 
straight, beautiful gestures." 
Of the meeting that followed he notes: "they 
described to me first that the Jewish problem is 
unprecedented, cannot be compared with the Polish 
problem, or Russian, or any other problem. Hitler will 
lose this war but he will exterminate the Jewish 
population." Karski is to see for himself what is 
happening in the Warsaw Ghetto; then he will perhaps 
be able to convince the Allies that the situation is 
desperate: that they "cannot treat this war only from 
a purely military strategic standpoint." He goes to the 
ghetto, is horrified ... but evidently proves unable to 
convince anyone that the situation is unprecedented.7 
6 Nora Levin, The Holocaust: The Destruction of European 
Jewry 1933-1945 (New York: Schocken Books, 1973), 
711. According to Joel Fishman, eight hundred Jews 
were murdered in the two years immediately after the 
war. Fishman records the opinion that the motivations 
behind this wave of anti-Semitism were double: 1) people 
did not want to give up Jewish orphans they had 
adopted and baptized; 2) people did not want to give up 
Jewish property they had appropriated. See Genocide: 
Critical Issues of the Holocaust, edited by Alex Grohman 
and Daniel Landes (The Simon Wiesenthal Center, 
1983), 341. 
7Lanzmann implies Karski's failure but does not explicitly 
mention it. The end of the story is told in Yisrael Gut-
man, The Jews of Warsaw, 1939-1943: Ghetto, Underground, 
Revolt (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), 
362-363. Gutman quotes Ignacy Schwartzbart's comment 
that Karski was a "rare phenomenon among the Poles. If 
he thinks as he talks, and if the majority of Poles would 
act as he says, things would be better." 
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The Karski sequence acknowledges that not all Poles 
were brutal anti-Semites; it also implicity confirms the 
claim of the Polish-American Congress that the Allies 
were unwilling to take steps against German death 
camps (for example, to bomb the railroad tracks 
leading to Auschwitz, tracks which were not far from 
the site of a major military engagement).8 Here 
Lanzmann and the Congress are mostly in sympathy, 
despite the latter's assumption of antipathy. However, 
Lanzmann's treatment adds another dimension to the 
discussion. 
We need to know that at the end of the fifteenth 
century, Poland was home to about 25,000 Jews; by 
the middle of the sixteenth century, an additional 
8See David Wyman, The Abandonment of the Jews: America 
and the Holocaust, 1941-1945 (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1984). 
Ghosts 
With darkness they flee 
to the creek beside the cemetery, 
the path littered with empty bottles, 
phantom seed abandoned on belly or thigh 
or, worse, thrust inward the careless haste 
to beget a double haunting. 
My sister returns 
with a stumble and a slur. 
I listen, trembling in division , 
desire for her secrets, 
cut by inconsolable grief. 
Mary Jo, there are saints in the grave there 
and fish in the water. 
As birds and light give ceremony to dawn, 
so the blessings of burial and the flash of trout 
bring us to holy ritual. 
She passes in and out between evening 
and evening's shadow, 
learns a rhythm to carry her through the years. 
I lay unmoved beyond the last grave. 
The bald mound of the earth 
becomes my pubic bone; 
unquarried stone makes my spine; 
my breasts swell in mossy roundness 
and smooth limbed trees are my thighs. 
Margot Cullen 
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275,000 had settled there. The Jews were welcomed to 
Poland by a class of wealthy nobles who needed a mid-
dle class to mediate between themselves and a con-
quered, oppressed peasantry. Jews thus became trad-
ers, managers, and collectors of feudal revenues. 
After all the fuss about Shoah's 
accuracy, we arrive back at the 
question raised by Irving Howe. We 
have to decide whether some truths 
are so unpleasant, so futile, so 
likely to conduce to ill-feeling 
that they should be allowed to rest. 
As Chaim Potok writes, "It was entirely an accident 
of history that placed Jewish capital in this economic 
role. Jews were especially suited for this task not only 
because of an acquired ability to administer and han-
dle large moneys but also because they were politically 
powerless and would never interfere in struggles be-
tween ruler and ruled .. .. The Jew always supported 
the ruler and noble under whose protection he lived."9 
This situation persisted until 1648, when a Cossack re-
bellion based in the Ukraine-which had been an-
nexed by the Poles during the early sixteenth cen-
tury-wiped out one-fourth of Poland's Jewish popula-
tion, as well as many Poles. 
Put these clues together and we start to understand 
Karski not only as an individual but also as a typical 
figure. His comment about the Bund Leader, "he 
looked like a Polish nobleman," takes on a particular 
resonance: we understand from it both the preconcep-
tions of the speaker and his roots in an historical situ-
ation going back not decades but centuries. Here as 
elsewhere Lanzmann has used an interview strategi-
cally: he asks us to focus on a kind of cultural under-
standing. The more we consider a single individual's 
struggle in the present to remember and articulate the 
past, the more we are able to comprehend a large-
scale historical situation complex almost beyond belief. 
Shoah stands up well against claims of distortion. 
The more I study the film, the more I come to ap-
preciate the representative quality of its narrations, the 
purposeful organization behind its anecdotes. 
Nonetheless: even if Lanzmann's accuracy is admitted 
there remains another claim, an argument strongly im-
plied by the letter from the Polish-American Congress. 
That document makes a pretense of engaging the film 
9Wanderings: Chaim Potok's History of the jews (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 1983), 336. 
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on its own ground; at the same time it is concerned 
to suggest a further territory of dispute, one which it 
is reluctant to name. Let me do the job. 
Were I to characterize the fundamental difference 
between the director of Shoah and the writer of the let-
ter, I would put only a modest emphasis on particular 
points of historical contention (the area of disagree-
ment is actually rather narrow); I would make no 
claims for Lanzmann's superior objectivity (he is obvi-
ously a polemicist, just as much as the writer, 
whoever he may be); I would not even pause to con-
sider the contrast in medium (a two-page letter on the 
stationery of an incorporated society versus a ten-hour 
film financed by public funds). 
My interest, rather, would be in two divergent forms 
of rhetoric. The letter adopts the language of fellow-
ship, considered ethics, and social responsibility. It 
does so without mentioning certain awkward facts, but 
then facts are hardly the essence of the matter. The 
assumption of the letter-writer is that good feeling in 
the present can be based on a process of historical 
erasure. Friendliness follows forgetting: why, then 
must we concern ourselves with what actually hap-
pened? Why can we not concentrate on what should 
have happened? It might well be true that we are best 
off reasoning from present desires to past realities 
rather than vice-versa. 
The choice between these alternatives is hardly a 
clear-cut one. Rewriting, suppressing, or ignoring the 
past is arguably a good idea. It is not only official state 
historians or radical figures like Foucault who practice 
"poetic history" in Nietzsche's sense. Though the offi-
cial wisdom of our culture may insist that truth for its 
own sake is valuable, most people accept that historical 
narratives are seldom conceived according to such a 
high-toned standard. As the Polish-American Congress 
asserts, it is possible that Shoah "does a disservice to 
both [Polish Americans and Jewish Americans] in that 
it pulls both further apart." 
I admit, then, that the burden of proof remains the 
responsibility of people like Lanzmann, people who 
stir up trouble about irremediable evils committed 
many decades ago. Such persons must show that there 
is a place for unpoetic history in a world all too 
packed with poets. And so-after all the fuss about ac-
curacy-we arrive back at the question raised by Irving 
Howe. We have to decide whether some truths are so 
unpleasant, so futile, so likely to conduce to ill-feeling, 
that they should be allowed to rest. 
III 
A judgment on this question could take many 
forms. In the case of the Nazi death camps we could 
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point to efforts, quite popular during the last five or 
ten years, to deny that these places ever existed. Surely 
a falsification on this scale is worth resisting. History 
cannot be poeticized so blatantly, not without ·:protest! 
On the other hand, as the letter from the PAC shows, 
people of good faith can admit the reality of the death 
camps without wishing for a full exploration of all the 
human ugliness surrounding them. To justify Shoah's 
treatment of its subject, we need to make a narrower 
kind of case. I will take one step--one only-in this di-
rection. 
At the very beginning of Shoah, Lanzmann intro-
duces Simon Srebnik, one of two Jews to survive the 
Chelmno death camp. After World War II Srebnik 
moved to Tel Aviv. Lanzmann "persuaded that one-
time boy singer to return with me to Chelmno." We 
watch Srebnik punting his way up the river Narew, 
singing the folk songs he used to perform for SS offi-
cers during such voyages. Lanzmann suggests by this 
image that Srebnik's return is a false idyll, a false 
homecoming-which of course it is. Though we seem 
to be far away from the trains and the camps, we are 
not. At the end of Shoah, part one, this realization is 
taken up and expanded in the most extraordinary se-
quence I can remember from a documentary film. 
Srebnik appears at the entrance to the Catholic 
church in Chelmno, where the birthday of the Virgin 
Mary is being celebrated. People gather about him, at-
tracted by Srebnik himself or perhaps by Lanzmann's 
camera. On either side of the visitor is a portly, grand-
motherly lady; the ladies in turn are flanked by others. 
The effect is of a desultory but cheerful family photo-
graph. 
In the background we can see people entering the 
church; as Lanzmann notes, it's a good crowd despite 
the rain. The villagers affirm that they are very 
pleased, that they are glad to see Srebnik again-and 
we cannot doubt this: their affability is real. Srebnik, 
at the center of this moving family photograph, smiles. 
Then Lanzmann leads the crowd into one of his mem-
ory exeroses. 
They remember when the Jews were locked in this church? 
... The vans came to the church door! They all knew these 
were death vans, to gas people? ... They heard screams at 
night? Were there as many Jews in the church as there were 
Christians today? The questions elicit a reconstruction of 
the past whose effect must be seen and heard to be 
fully appreciated. A character in one of Dickens' 
novels keeps wondering gloomily how he can identify 
the Voice of Society. As we follow this extraordinary 
conversation in front of the church at Chelmno, we 
feel that we have located the voice of a town, if not a 
whole culture. 
No one individual dominates (yet). There are many 
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comments from many people, together forming a 
group reminiscence. Much of the reminiscence does 
not seem trustworthy. How are we to take the asser-
tion that the Jews locked in the church, awaiting ex-
tinction, "called on Jesus and Mary and God, some-
times in German?" Trustworthiness, however, is beside 
the point. We are discovering what people-not histo-
rians, or professors, or public affairs officers, but 
everyday people-think that they know. And what 
they know follows an age-old pattern. 
People of good faith can admit the 
reality of the death camps without 
wishing for a full exploration of 
all the human ugliness surrounding 
them. To justify Shoah's treatment 
of its subject, we need to make a 
narrower kind of case. I will do so. 
At the climax of this group narrative, after the pro-
cession in honor of the Virgin Mary has passed, an in-
dividual speaker finally does emerge. He is Mr. Kan-
tarowski, whom from past scenes we are able to iden-
tify as the church organist. The crowd practically 
pushes him out in front of the camera. Or is it he who 
is pushing? "Mr. Kantarowski will tell us what a friend 
told him. It happened in Myndjewyce, near Warsaw." 
Go on. "The Jews there were gathered in a square .. .. 
The rabbi said that around two thousand years ago 
the Jews condemned the innocent Christ to death. 
And when they did that, they cried out: 'Let his blood 
fall on our heads and on our sons' heads.' Then the 
rabbi told them: 'Perhaps the time has come for that, 
so let us do nothing, let us go, let us do as we're 
asked.'" 
In response to an inquiry from Lanzmann, Mr. Kan-
tarowski denies that the Jews expiated the death of 
Christ "or even that Christ sought revenge. The rabbi 
said it." At this moment one of the grandmotherly 
ladies breaks out in a near-quotation of Matthew 
27:25. The last comment from the crowd is: "Now 
you know.'' 
All this time Simon Srebnik remains at the center of 
the crowd and the film frame. Among the death-camp 
survivors interviewed in Shoah, Srebnik has seemed the 
least burdened by his ordeal: perhaps this is because 
he was so young at the time of the war, or because he 
survived by singing to SS officers instead of by push-
ing bodies into furnaces. At any rate his features are 
open and kindly: he beams to find himself in Chelmno 
and indeed to be welcomed so royally. 
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Then the conversation takes its turn towards the 
past. Mr. Kantarowski moves to stage center while the 
guest, the visitor, stands forgotten-even though he 
has never changed position. A blankness steals over 
Srebnik, until he finds it hard to decide where he 
should look. I would almost say that his features fall 
in, so isolated, so vulnerable does he seem while the 
good people of Chelmno tell Claude Lanzmann what 
is on their minds. 
These villagers had read the Bible, or heard it read: 
they were thus encouraged to accept the Nazi project. 
Certain texts of Christianity effectively encouraged ac-
quiesence in mass murder. 10 Here is a truth as ugly, 
almost, as any stated during the course of Shoah. How 
could it be useful? I suggest that the question is not 
so much of blame, of who is at fault , as of acknow-
ledging a disturbing fact and acting on it. Like the lit-
tle church at Chelmno, the Christian tradition is 
marked by an event of singular horror. 
Post-war theologians have tried to define an 
adequate response to the fact of the death camps, so 
far without a consensus emerging. Shoah's study of 
anti-Semitism points up the urgency of this undertak-
ing and perhaps offers a clue towards its resolution. I 
will echo an argument from the current theological 
discussion. 11 
Not all suffering is redemptive. Suffering which is 
not redemptive-and which is therefore difficult to as-
similate into a Christian frame of reference--can all 
the same contribute to our understanding of the 
world. After we view Shoah, for example, we can never 
read the Gospel of Matthew in quite the same way. 
The place of the canonical scriptures within the Chris-
tian tradition has been transformed for us. We may be 
moved to wonder how, or under what circumstances, 
this canon could be altered. So far as we are thus 
moved, the film has done us a service: we have 
learned that good feeling can be based on our own ac-
tions and acknowledgements rather than on a suppres-
sion of the historical record. 
If Poland still appears distant, despite Lanzmann's 
best effort, a final reminder is in order. Though anti-
Semitism should have been discredited permanently 
after the events of World War II, it continued to 
thrive-and not in Poland, Austria, or Russia alone. A 
friend of mine recalls participating in a Chicago peace 
march during the late 1960s; she heard voices yell 
10 A fuller consideration of Polish history would discuss the 
role of the Polish Catholic Church in encouraging anti-
Semitism. See Ezra Mendelsohn, The Jews of East Central 
Europe Between the World Wars (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1983}, 71-72. 
11 I thank Jim Moore, my colleague, for loaning me several 
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from a crowd, "Open the ovens of Auschwitz!" 
Hoosier sentiments are likely to be less aggressive, 
but not much less disturbing. Students at my own Uni-
versity have been known to make the assumption that 
Jews are ethically suspect, certainly inferior to Chris-
tians. At one of the local fraternity houses, someone 
who doesn't want to spend a lot of money is a "Scheck-
ie" (the term, I am informed, is drawn from the name 
of someone's Jewish professor or high school teacher). 
This sort of jibe tends to come from otherwise pleas-
ant and humane people, who are invariably surprised 
to learn that their remarks might give offense. 
I am tempted to overlook the whole matter; then I 
think of those nice ladies nestling up against Simon 
Srebnik at Chelmno. And I recall that ideas have con-
sequences. 
Lafayette Square, New Orleans 
Beneath magnolias whose broad leaves 
spill onto the Square, what cools a bayou 
city where heavy mist rises as water beads 
on marble? What wind there is wrestles 
with a box kite trapped in the date-palm. 
Washington DC stews in the same heat, but 
the Square is larger there, the statues 
larger, too; I once got lost-dashed 
from my mother with five-year-old bravado 
after a squirrel. Nothing can lose me now, 
hemmed by brick streets of the Central 
Business District; not broad-bellied sots 
asleep on colonial doorways, not the swell 
of the Mississippi near Jackson Brewery, 
nothing except, perhaps, morning glories 
along the wrought-iron fence whose Spanish 
fingers beckon me to my mother's hand which 
holds my pink handerchief, five new 
pennies tied into a corner knot. She warns 
me not to cross the street, to wait 
near the statue ringed by pansies whose Janus 
faces, purple and gold, follow the sun 
of my day. Jittery cries of a baby graze 
the plaza as I chase a blue jay, startled 
when a trolley lumbered down St Charles 
Street, aflame with azaleas. 
Martha M. Vertreace 
•• ... 
Paul Shakeshaft 
WILLIAM GIACKENS: ON THE QUAI 
Notes on a Sloan Collection Painting 
When the Whitney Museum of American Art in 
New York held a commemorative exhibition of the 
paintings of William J. Clackens in December, 1938, 
six months after the artist's death, the opinions of the 
New York critics were divided about the merits of the 
artist's later work. While Clackens' supporters de-
fended his shift after 1910 towards a Renoir-like style, 
a dissenter such as Henry McBride of the Sun could 
so deplore the artist's mature sympathies as to write 
off his career as a "tragic non-success." 1 Concerning 
Clackens' first works, however, there was little dispute 
among McBride's colleagues; according to the art critic 
of the New York Times, E. A. Jewell, "with complete 
unanimity the critics praised the early though dark 
work by Clackens. . . . there was so much delicate 
beauty that one feels almost loathsome to proceed on 
into the splendour of the light."2 
Forty-eight years later, in the newly opened Whitney 
Museum of American Art at the Equitable Center on 
Seventh Avenue, New York, the picture chosen to lead 
off the presentation of the museum's chronological 
survey of twentieth-century American art is the early 
Hammerstein's Roof Garden (cl905), by William Clack-
ens. It is a dazzling little painting. A fashionable audi-
ence, seated at tables in the foreground and perched 
in gilded galleries behind and above a stage, keenly re-
gards a spectacle whose focus momentarily eludes us 
before revealing itself as a young girl treading the 
highwire with the help of a wavering Chinese parasol. 
Paul Shakeshaft is a Senior Lecturer in Art History at the 
Cambridgeshire College of Arts and Technology in Cam-
bridge, England. He has taught in the Valparaiso University 
Overseas Program in Cambridge since 1980 and was a Vis-
iting Lecturer at Valparaiso University in 1985-86. His re-
search interest is in seventeenth-century art and he has re-
cently published the correspondence of James, third Marquis 
of Hamilton and Basil, Lord Feilding, concerning picture 
collecting in Venice in the 1630s. 
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The intricacy of the pictorial construction, the daring 
of the contrasts and cunning of the game of conceal-
ment and revelation, the witty and affectionate obser-
vation of the characters, the breadth and deftness of 
the execution all serve to justify the continuing critical 
estimation of Clackens' early achievements. How fortu-
nate, then, is the Sloan Collection of Valparaiso Uni-
versity in possessing an exceptional example of Clack-
ens' work from just this period. 
Critics disagree about the whole of 
William Glackens' career. But about 
his early work there is no dispute. 
Valparaiso University is fortunate to 
possess an excellent early Glackens. 
Although it had received considerable exposure in 
the 1950s, little for certain was known about On the 
Quai when it was purchased in 1960. The painting had 
been in the artist's studio on his death in 1938, was re-
lined at some stage, and carried an indistinct signa-
ture, but no date, in the bottom left hand corner. In 
a letter of June 1961, Ira Clackens, the painter's son, 
had written that he couldn't recall the picture but that 
"I suspect it is a very early one Paris 1895," an opinion 
seconded ten years later by Antoinette Kraushaar. 3 
There are grounds for supposing that this suggested 
date for On the Quai is incorrect. Though the title of 
the picture (assuming, of course, that the title is the 
artist's invention) clearly points to a French prove-
nance, On the Quai is less likely to have been painted 
on Clackens' first visit to France, in 1895, than on his 
second, in 1906, when the thirty-six year old painter 
took his wife, Edith, on a postponed honeymoon to 
1Anon., "Glackens Evaluated," Art Digest Uan. 1, 1939) p. 7. 
21bid., p. 7. 
3Letter of I. Glackens to E. C. Schwidder, June 27, 1961; 
letter of A. Kraushaar to R. Brauer, July 29, 1970, Sloan 
Collection, Valparaiso University. 
The Cresset 
William Glackens, On the Quai (Valparaiso University Museum of Art) 
Madrid and Paris.4 Three types of evidence support 
this later date. 
Stylistically, On the Quai looks very little like the pic-
tures which survive from Glackens' 1895 trip, for in-
stance the La Villette (Museum of Art, Carnegie Insti-
tute), nor does our picture recall anything else done 
by the other Philadelphia painters, such as Henri, 
Sloan, and Shinn, in the middle 1890s. On the other 
hand, On the Quai bears a striking family resemblance 
to a group of pictures on which Glackens was working 
in New York and Europe in 1905 and 1906, such as 
The Drive, Central Park (The Cleveland Museum of 
Art), The Maypole, Central Park (Coli. I. Glackens), and 
In the Luxemburg Gardens (The Corcoran Gallery, 
Washington).5 
4For Glackens' life, I have used I. Glackens, William Clack-
ens and the Ashcan Group: The Emergence of Realism in 
American Art (New York, 1957). 
5These works are illustrated in the City Art Museum of 
St. Louis catalog, William Glackens in Retrospect (St. Louis, 
1966). 
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In these paintings, Glackens was experimenting with 
multifigured compositions on size 15 canvasses, ar-
ranging the characters in relatively shallow space, de-
veloping elaborate series of juxtapositions and opposi-
tions, playing with abrupt and complex patterns of 
tonal contrast, all rendered with a slithering and slur-
red brushstroke, wet-in-wet. 
On the Quai bears a striking family 
resemblance to a group of pictures 
on which Glackens was working in New 
York and Europe in 1905 and 1906. 
Costume, too, suggests that On the Quai dates from 
a decade later than 1895. Though Glackens describes 
the dress of the figures in a rather generalized way, he 
takes care to picture his characters in the fashion of 
their day. In On the Quai there is no longer any evi-
dence of the bell shape and wasp waist of the mid-
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William Glackens, The Drive, Central Park (The Cleveland Museum of Art) 
1890s, and the mutton shoulder survives in only a ves-
tigial form. The young standing woman center right 
wears the looser, slimmer, more functional style of the 
early 1900s, complete with lace cuffs, yoke and collar, 
parasol and merry widow straw hat, while the woman 
bottom right wears her hat pertly on top of piled hair, 
in the Edwardian manner. 
The children are impeccably correct for c1906, the 
running boy in black coat and knickerbockers with 
white stockings and starched pointed collar, the boy on 
the upper left seen from behind in a sailor suit with 
straw hat, and the little girls in wide-brimmed bonnets 
and short-sleeved frocks. Morever, the style of the fig-
ures' dress agrees perfectly with that of characters 
from the other 1905-1906 pictures of Glackens. 6 
6K. M. Lester and R. N. Kerr, Historic Costume (Peoria, 
1977). 
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Circumstantial evidence also points to the second 
French visit as the inspiration for the Sloan Collection 
painting. In the summer of 1906 Glackens wrote from 
Paris to Robert Henri about his plans to return to 
America in the autumn, departing Liverpool on Sep-
tember 26th. According to Ira Glackens, his father in-
tended to cross the Channel from Dieppe to New 
Haven, but was delayed in the French port two or 
three days because of the weather. 
From the Dieppe visit date the drawings on which 
were based the Beach at Dieppe (Barnes Foundation, 
Merion) and it was here, in early September, 1906, 
that Glackens must have conceived, though probably 
not executed, On the Quai. The viewpoint of our scene 
is the Quai du Hable on the right bank of the 
L' Argues, looking across the Channel to the now de-
molished tobacco factory on the Quai de Ia Marne and 
Rue Aguado with the Bassin du Canada to the upper 
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William Glackens, In the Luxemburg Gardens (The Corcoran Gallery, Washington) 
right.7 
With the date of On the Quai more-or-less established, 
an attempt can be made to recognize some of the con-
ditions which made possible the artist's constitution of 
this peculiar way of representing the world. 
Glackens' earliest artistic experience had been as a 
newspaper illustrator, first in Philadelphia 'with the 
Record and Press and then, after 1895, in New York 
with the Evening Sun, the Saturday Evening Post, and 
with Scribner's and Putnam's magazines, the highlight of 
this journalistic part of his career having been his mis-
sion as a correspondent for McClure's Magazine in the 
Spanish-American War.8 Ironically, Glackens' gift as 
an illustrator was developing at exactly the time that 
the perfection of the halftone photographic process 
was rendering his talent redundant, and the gradual 
71 am grateful to Mr. Walter Hoyle for this information. 
8E. Shinn, "Giackens as an Illustrator," American Artist, 
Vol. 9, No. 9 (Nov., 1945), pp. 22-27. 
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obsolescence of his skills in one medium no doubt en-
couraged his adoption of another. 
In painting, his attachment to the contemporary 
scene, acute sense of observation, lively--almost carica-
tured-rendering of figures, strong sense of tonal 
value, and habit of working from memory recall in 
some ways his journalistic experience. An interviewer 
of 1899 noted Glackens' admiration for the English il-
lustrator, Charles Keene,9 and perhaps we may recog-
nize in our figures in On the Quai something of 
Keene's interest in clear gesture, firm outlines, com-
pact figure drawing, strong characterization, and 
Punch-type humor. 
Glackens' illustrational skills were directed towards 
painting by Robert Henri, the dominant progressive 
teacher in Philadelphia and New York from the early 
1890s until the First World War and the leader and 
mentor of the so-called Ash Can School. Henri shared 
91. Glackens, p. 27. 
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a studio with Glackens in Philadelphia in 1895, travel-
led with him in France and the Low Countries later 
that year, and acted as his friend and promoter in 
New York after 1896. It is, perhaps, Henri's writings 
rather than his paintings which offer help in further-
ing our understanding of On the Quai. While the main 
collection of Henri's ideas, The Art Spirit, was not pub-
lished until 1923, it is likely that the main elements of 
his theory were in place by 1900 and this book may 
serve as a guide to his ideas around 1906. 10 
Henri valued, and these are his terms, indepen-
dence, sincerity, courage, strength, struggle, and vital-
ity achieved in painting by means of expressive 
brushwork, rough finishes, a dark palette, and work-
ing from memory. He advocated studying contempo-
rary life, but only so that the artist might gain a "new 
and fresh insight into life, into nature, into human 
character, that he should see the life about him so 
clearly that he sees past the local and national . expres-
sion into the universal." 11 The artist should not at-
tempt to imitate appearances but should learn 
"through wisdom to gather for his work only the vital 
and express that with the keenest delight and emotion." 
According to Henri, "there are always a few who get 
·at and feel the undercurrent, and these simply use the 
surface appearances, selecting them and using them as 
tools to express the undercurrent, the real life. If I 
cannot feel an undercurrent then I see only a series 
of things. They may be attractive and novel at first but 
soon grow tiresome. There is an undercurrent, the 
real life, beneath all appearances everywhere." 12 These 
ideas would take some unravelling but we have here 
a version of later-nineteenth-century realism laced 
with strong measures of Whitmanesque vitalism and 
Franco-German expressionism. 
Henri had a great affection for Glackens, consider-
ing him "so much alive, so much the manifestation of 
a temperament sincere and intensely brave." This ad-
miration is understandable. The inelegant contempo-
rary setting of On the Quai, shorn of meretricious de-
tail, pulsating with life, and handled coarsely and di-
rectly, serves as a demonstration of Henri's own pre-
cepts. 
In none of his pronouncements was Henri ever so 
foolish as to suppose that an artist can disregard the 
past in his search for individual expression, and his 
advice to his students was to "know what the old mas-
ters did. Know how they composed their pictures, but 
do not fall into the conventions they established." 13 In 
10R. Henri, The Art Spirit (New York, 1923). 
11 Anon., "William Glackens: His Significance to the Art of 
His Day," Touchstone, Vol. 7 Qan., 1920). 
12Henri, pp. 151, 92. 
13/bid., P· 16. 
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Edouard Manet, The Concert in the Tuileries Gardens 
Vincent van Gogh, The Antwerp Quai 
regard to the art of the past, Glackens was more forth-
right. "Art, like humanity," he wrote in 1913, "every 
time has an ancestry. You have but to trace this ances-
try with persistence and wisdom to be able to build the 
family tree." More specifically, as regards modern 
American art, he claimed that "everything worthwhile 
in our art is due to the influence of French art." 14 
Quayside paintings such as On the Quai belong to a 
lineage which, in the western Renaissance tradition, 
extends back to depictions of the life of St. Ursula in 
the work of later-fifteenth-century painters such as 
Memlinc and Carpaccio. The pageantry of this type 
was elaborated and ennobled by Claude Lorrain in the 
seventeenth century and then secularized by Dutch 
painters who began to develop the quay as a site for 
the representation of contemporary commercial activ-
ity. 
In the early- and mid-nineteenth century, British 
painters such as Turner, Bonington, and Callow regu-
14William Glackens, "The American Section: The National 
Art," Arts and Decoration, Vol. 3 (Mar., 1913), p. 159. 
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larly depicted the fisherfolk and packetboat passengers 
of the Channel ports, handing the subject on to the 
French realists of one persuasion or another after 
1860. Corot, Manet, Monet, Sisley, Pissarro, Cezanne, 
and Seurat all used the quayside as a setting for their 
various accounts of modern life, each choosing to en-
hance or obscure to a greater or lesser degree the vari-
ous possible motifs : the activities of fishermen, dock-
ers, travelers, and promenaders, the arrangements of 
cables, funnels , masts, flags , and rigging, the back-
ground of warehouses, lighthouses, factories, and 
boatsheds, the setting of river, harbour, sea, and sky. 
On the Quai resembles certain dark 
works of the Hague and Amsterdam 
schools, a celebrated example of 
which is Vincent van Gogh's The 
Antwerp Quai of 1885. Glackens 
visited the Netherlands on a bicycle 
trip with Robert Henri in 1895. 
Glackens' treatment of the subject comes at the very 
end of this interest among western painters in the 
quayside. Even with his acute sense of the extended 
nature of "the family tree" of painting, it is unlikely 
that Glackens saw himself as summarizing the tradi-
tion, but when a picture such as On the Quai is 
superimposed in the genealogy of its type, the image 
attains a kind of transparency for its viewer, whose 
reading of the picture becomes informed by the shift-
ing appearances of its predecessors, however dimly 
recognizable. 
Be this as it may, in On the Quai Glackens clearly ac-
knowledges his interest in various "realist" tendencies 
in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century French, 
Dutch, and Spanish painting. The artist's awkward ar-
rangement of figures in shallow space and his sum-
mary, sharply tonal approach recall Edouard Manet's 
The Concert in the Tuileries Gardens (National Gallery, 
London) of a generation earlier, a picture which 
Glackens had firmly in his sights when painting his 
studies of Central Park and the Luxemburg Gardens. 
The subject of the American's picture also recalls 
Manet's treatment of the quay in the 1869 Folkestone 
Ferry, Boulogne (Philadelphia Museum of Art). 
On the Quai resembles, too, certain dark works of the 
Hague and Amsterdam schools, a celebrated example 
of which is Vincent van Gogh's The Antwerp Quai (Vin-
cent van Gogh Foundation) of 1885. Glackens had vis-
ited the Netherlands on a bicycle trip with Henri in 
1895. The strange, dull, sombre atmosphere of On the 
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Quai, partly the result of using a red ground for the 
upper part of the picture and a black one for the 
lower part, is reminiscent of Daumier, as well as the 
black paintings of Goya, an artist admired by Henri 
and studied by Glackens in the Prado in Madrid in the 
spring of 1906. 
The manner of outlining a figure with a thick, 
coarse edge, as you see in the young woman in the 
center and the mature woman on the extreme left, is 
one which the Frenchman Georges Rouault had been 
using for several years before 1906. Compositionally, 
our picture may be a reprise of aspects of Seurat's 
Sunday Afternoon on the 1sland of the Grande Jatte (Art 
Institute, Chicago) of 1886, as a number of motifs 
occur in reverse-the straight-backed woman entering 
the picture on the left, the three figures bottom right, 
the running boy, the pairing of standing and seated 
figures. 
Finally, though Glackens' color has nothing what-
soever to do with their work at this stage, the sensa-
tional reception of the Fauvists in 1905-06 may not 
have left the American unmoved, for the calculated 
naivete of On the Quai comes close to the approach of 
Dufy and Marquet in their seaside pictures of this 
time. 
The two central figures in On the Quai are less easy 
to understand in terms of early modern French art. 
The young woman appears in a loose, sleeveless white 
dress, without hat or parasol, her body swaying defen-
sively to her left, her arms rhythmically counterposed 
to her right, her lower hand almost delicately drawn, 
her upper hand fused with the face of her assailant. 
The man, dressed in a black frock-coat of an earlier 
generation, has thick, dark, unparted hair, sunken 
sockets, an oddly extended lower right arm, and a left 
arm which apparently merges with the young woman's 
waistband. 
Though Glackens alludes to passionate physicality in 
Gypsies Dancing in the Garden of the Alhambra (Coli. J. R. 
Gutman) and in The Maypole, Central Park (Coli. I. 
Glackens), in the former picture the coupling is 
choreographed and in the latter represented as a chil-
dren's frolic. How are we to account for such a singu-
lar image as the struggling man and woman in the 
Sloan Collection picture? As far as I can tell, there is 
nothing like it in the paintings of Glackens' American 
contemporaries such as Shinn, Sloan, Henri, and Pren-
dergast. Moreover, such a brutal encounter is well out-
side the taste of French painters of the period. 
The image seems closer to a type of magazine serial 
illustration, a literary rather than pictorial style of 
dealing with innocence and experience in terms of the 
melodramatic conflict of male lust and maidenly 
honor. Glackens himself returned to such imagery in 
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On The Quai (detail) 
a 1912 illustration for an incident in A Broad Prairie 
Mating: "there was a short struggle that brought Nell 
up against the wall." 15 There is something here too, 
perhaps, of Jennie's response to Lestor's kiss in Theo-
dore Dreiser's Jennie Gerhardt (written before 1904): 
"she was horrified, stunned, like a bird in the grasp of 
a cat; but through it all something tremendously vital 
and insistent was speaking to her." 
To find anything resembling this couple in the work 
of painters, we should have to look beyond France or 
America. The young woman's gesture is a bizarre 
parody of the fifteenth-century Florentine convention 
for signifying the annunciate Virgin's conturbatio, as 
exemplified in Sandro Borticelli's Uffizi Annunciation 
of cl490, while the man appears as a modern 
bourgeois version of the German renaissance type of 
the Grim Reaper, stalker of youthful beauty. 
Together, the couple are close relatives of characters 
in the work of the Norwegian artist Edvard Munch, 
whose influence on American art is already apparent 
15City Art Museum of St. Louis catalog, no. 118. 
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in Arthur Davies' Full Orbed Moon (Art Institute, Chi-
cago) of 1901. Munch had returned to exhibiting in 
Paris at the Salon des Independants in 1903 and 
Glackens must have been familiar with both his paint-
ings and his widely disseminated woodcuts. A Sym-
bolist concern for the mortal and the erotic found ex-
pression in Munch's work in images of men and 
women fused by undulating colored lines in a sicken-
ing embrace. Munch had been developing the type 
since his 1893 woodcut, The Kiss, and perfected it in 
The Dance of Life (The National Gallery, Oslo) of 1899. 
Glackens reverses Munch's imagery, however, for in 
the Norwegian's work it is the male who is victim to 
the consuming appetite of the woman. 
Though Glackens was experimenting 
in 1906 with the disconcerting 
effects of isolating figures in a 
crowd, as we find in In the Luxemburg 
Gardens, nowhere else in his art are 
two figures set apart in the manner 
of the couple in On the Quai. 
If this central couple is examined in relation to the 
entire composition, the central strangeness of On the 
Quai becomes apparent. Though Glackens was experi-
menting in 1906 with the disconcerting effects of 
isolating figures in a crowd, as we find in In the Luxem-
burg Gardens, nowhere else in his art are two figures 
set apart in the manner of the couple in On the Quai. 
The assault takes place without causing the least sen-
sation among the other figures on the quay. No one 
looks at the central pair, nor does the couple regard 
anyone else. The woman in the extreme left appears 
almost to avert her eyes, the running boy strides across 
the picture undistracted, the young woman center 
right poses coyly with her parasol, the picnicking fam-
ily bottom right mind their own business. 
This is an interesting inversion of a narrative con-
vention which had served western pictorial composi-
tion since at least the time of Giotto, namely that the 
artist should present a central dramatic action to which 
the subordinate figures react in various ways in an 
Aristotelian spirit of spatial and temporal coherence. 
At the same time, Glackens does demonstrate his re-
spect for other Renaissance narrative concerns, such as 
the co-ordination of dependent figures into sub-
groups, as with the drawing of the family in the bot-
tom right hand corner, where the artist skillfully links 
a series of arcs, running from the mother's sleeve and 
cheek, to her bun and hat, round to the child's bonnet 
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and cuff, down to the man's elbow, bowler, and back-
side, back again to the woman's sleeve. Such self-suffi-
cient curvilinear patterns, simple as they may seem, 
are highly complex conventions developed over a long 
history of European narrative painting. 
Furthermore, Glackens takes as nice a care as any 
academic painter to establish formal alignments, cor-
respondences, and contrasts in the disposition of the 
figures across the picture as a whole. The mother in 
the extreme right and the woman entering the picture 
on the left are used to frame the composition; the 
running boy on the left and the daughter adjusting 
her hat on the right are contrasted one with another 
in obvious ways (moving/standing, profile/frontal, 
dark/light, male/female); this girl finds a counterpart 
back across the picture to the left in another girl in a 
hat and white dress who confronts a boy seen from be-
hind, while this boy in turn relates to the striding boy; 
all three children are caught up in the span of the 
drying net suspended from an arched post which ap-
pears to spring from the right hand of the struggling 
young woman at the center; to the right the daughter 
adjusting her hat finds a mature echo in the young 
lady in the dark dress with the parasol and straw hat; 
she in turn is set against the central victim and twinned 
with the old woman in the white cap who moves to the 
right; this elderly woman corresponds to another 
woman who moves to the left in the background space 
between the struggling couple and the running boy. 
Further couples appear in the right background, 
one seated and sketchily described behind the fore-
ground family, a top-hatted man whose lady compan-
ion sways affectedly, and two women silhouetted 
against the harbor, bending toward the right under 
the apparent burden of an indistinct blue load. On the 
horizon, the beacons, cranes, and chimneys indicate 
the major figurative accents on the quay below. 
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The intricate cross-references between the figures 
offer the possibility of a range of interpretative per-
mutations. One problem is to know whether Glackens 
intended a dominant set of meanings which he sup-
posed we might retrieve, or whether he recognized 
that the very complexity of the game played entails the 
immediate undermining by alternative readings of any 
understanding we might hope to establish. The loyal 
defender of Glackens, Guy Pene du Bois, certainly 
doubted whether his friend's pictures could yield an 
intelligible narrative, describing the scenes as "little 
plotless plays,"16 and in some of Glackens' paintings, 
such as the studies of Central Park and the Luxem-
burg Gardens, it does seem as if the characters' rela-
tions are knowingly underdetermined. 
Nevertheless, in On the Quai, the deliberation of the 
patterning suggest that Glackens was well aware of the 
fields of relationships in his painting within which, and 
between which, interpretation can operate and mean-
ing may be formed. Some of these areas may be 
suggested here. 
The first field is that of gender and comprises the 
elaborate pairings of boy and girl, husband and wife, 
father and daughter, victim and ravisher; next there is 
age, about which Glackens is not only specific but em-
phatic in his differentation of childhood, youthful 
maturity, parenthood, and old age-as so often in his 
work the children swarm through the adult world like 
a dark animus; thirdly, there is social class, for Clack-
ens is precise in his discrimination between the fash-
ionable young lady with the parasol and the stooping 
widow in her simple black dress and white cap at her 
shoulder, or the bowler-hatted proletarian and his wife 
in the right foreground, the fishwife in her short skirt 
and leather apron on the extreme left, and the top-
hatted bourgeois and his lady in the right background; 
then there is the distinction established between the 
area of the Sunday picnic and promenade on the near 
quay and that of the tobacco factory, crane, horse and 
wagon, labor in fact, on the far quay; lastly there is the 
spatial play between the worlds of human activity on 
both quays and the empty harbor, distant waters of 
the English Channel, and heavy sky beyond. 
Each of these fields of potential meaning is some-
how darkened by the careful isolation in their midst of 
the shocking scene of violent and morbid sexuality and 
yet also charged by the direct and summary 
brushstroke through which Glackens channels that 
"undercurrent, the real life, beneath all appearances 
everywhere" which Robert Henri had regarded as the 
proper subject of modern painting. tl 
16Guy Pene du Bois, "William Glackens, Normal Man," 






One day last winter I was invited 
to the eleventh-grade American 
Studies class at Dogwood High 
School, to help students consider 
Walden. Toward the end of the dis-
cussion, instead of wrapping up, we 
found ourselves talking about "au-
thority." 
Clearly Thoreau expects us to 
believe him, to obey him. He claims 
to know what is good for us: We 
should simplify our lives and live 
with courage. He claims the au-
thority to tell us so. 
I suggested that his claim is just, 
that he has authority, and that his 
authority derives from experience. 
Having lived for two years in the 
friendly woods, close enough to 
Concord for the church bells and 
berry-pickers to intrude, he was an 
authority on several matters: how 
to build a cabin, what it's like living 
on the fringe, how the pond be-
haves at all seasons, what ideas 
might enter the mind of a well-
educated man who is at leisure sev-
eral hours a day. And most impor-
Charles Vandersee, at the University 
of Virginia, has lately talked about 
"digging in" at a conference of the As-
sociation for General and Liberal 
Studies in Utah. 
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tant, which ideas are verities. 
With the Dogwood students, ani-
mated and interested, I ventured to 
praise experience and disparage 
mere aphoristic wisdom. I said that 
when someone asks us to trust him, 
he has to show us his own experi-
ence or that of others. Preaching in 
generalizations does not convince 
us; we are twentieth-century skep-
tics. 
A shrewd student, properly un-
satisfied, wrote me a letter the next 
week. People generalize all the 
time, he pointed out, and we do, all 
the time, grant them authority. It 
would in fact be stupid not to. His 
argument was worthy of Thoreau, 
who is fond of metaphors and 
analogies: 
"If, for example, you walk into a 
room in a house that you've never 
been in before, then I will 
promptly ask you how you would 
go about turning on the light in 
that room. I generalize and suggest 
that you will respond by saying, 'I 
will turn the light switch on.' But 
then I will of course ask the now 
obvious thing, 'How do you know 
that that will make the light light 
up?' And you proceed to say, 'Be-
cause light switches turn lights on,' 
to which I respond, 'But you have 
never used that light switch. How 
do you know that that particular 
light switch turns on that particular 
light, or that it will even turn on 
any light at all?" 
This is good. Clearly we do, in 
real life, operate with such practical 
generalizations quite often. An un-
familiar building, but the light 
switch must be by the door, and 
when I use it, the light will go on. 
This connects with Thoreau's ad-
vice about planting beans; I have 
myself-in childhood, more or less 
under duress-planted seeds in the 
ground in rows, and later-more 
duress-gathered the consequent 
boring tiny progeny into pans or 
bags. My own experience disposes 
me to accept Thoreau's: by stoop-
ing, weeding, hoeing, and picking, 
you can live by the soil. 
But what about such random 
Thoreauvian injunctions as these: 
1. Rise free from care before the 
dawn, and seek adventures. 
2. Grow wild according to thy na-
ture. 
3. Let not to get a living be thy 
trade, but thy sport. They appear 
in the middle of Walden; by the 
end of the book, are we convinced 
by his personal experience that 
they apply to us as well? If we try 
them, frequently, will they work as 
well as a light switch works? 
I think such advice does con-
vince, and I can suggest reasons. 
They have to do with a definition 
given by the theologian Joseph Sit-
tler: "Authority is a force continu-
ous with the whole nature and per-
formance of the person or thing 
possessing it." The whole nature of 
Thoreau was bound up in two ac-
tivities, observation and reflection, 
thus distinguishing him from most 
of the rest of us. He thought; he did 
not recite. And since he knew that 
thought took time, he provided 
himself with time. When teaching 
Wallace Stevens, I generally try to 
include his poem "Asides on the 
Oboe," which seems to be about an 
Ubermensch but is strictly about 
earned authority: 
In the end, however naked, tall, 
there is still 
The impossible possible philoso-
phers' man, 
The man who has had the time to 
think enough, 
The central man, the human globe, 
responsive 
As a mirror with a voice, the man 
of glass, 
Who in a million diamonds sums 
us up. 
Earned authority starts from 
time enough to think. And Stevens, 
clever, as Thoreau is clever, antici-
pates our little American objec-
tion--our customary "recitation"-
about the perils of "ivory-tower 
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thinking." So, says Stevens, as does 
Thoreau, if you wish to earn au-
thority, what you think about must 
connect with the human condition. 
If you cannot "sum us up," your 
thought has little authority. The 
glass man in the poem lives 
through war with his fellow island-
ers-an experience which consider-
ably enhances his authority. 
"With thinking," says 
Thoreau, "we may be 
beside ourselves in a 
sane sense." 
But the starting point is time. So 
that, on the nature of the good so-
ciety, I am more willing to trust 
Thoreau than, say, a newspaper 
columnist who is also a TV talk 
show host and cross-country lec-
turer, sailor, novelist, publisher, 
celebrity, speedwriter (20 minutes 
for each of his columns), and gen-
erally a maximize-the-moment kind 
of guy. Probably I had better grow 
more tolerant in this maximizing 
age of ours, but I cannot imagine 
authority arising from a human 
being-author, market analyst, pas-
tor, counselor, statesman, "expert" 
of any kind-who puts in an ilber-
menschlich 70-hour work week. 
"With thinking," says Thoreau, 
"we may be beside ourselves in a 
sane sense. By a conscious effort of 
the mind, we can stand aloof from 
actions and their consequences; 
and all things, good and bad, go by 
us like a torrent." 
We know he does not mean that 
good and evil collapse into one 
another; nor does he disdain moral 
behavior. His night in jail and his 
support of John Brown remind us 
of his moral sensitivity toward is-
sues of his day. We do see that he 
advises us to step outside of time. 
To do this for a little while is to see 
time in its grand sweep or torrent. 
By stepping out of time I rescue 
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myself from drowning. It is well to 
assess the torrent from the shore 
every now and then, so as to 
plunge back in at the most propi-
tious point. It is well to go into the 
wilderness perhaps for as much as 
forty days. 
The second source of Thoreau's 
authority, it seems to me, is equally 
uncommon in his day and ours. I 
would call it communion, meaning 
that in his words we feel we are liv-
ing on a globe, not merely in Con-
cord or even New England. His 
verities derive from communion 
with Eastern thought as well as 
European thought. Also, he has his 
roots. While shaping his "summing 
up" according to the permanent 
rhythms of nature, and worldwide 
commentary on such rhythms, he 
listens also, and acutely, to the 
powerful myths of his own local na-
tion. 
"Nothing was too trivial for the 
Hindoo lawgiver, however offen-
sive it may be to modern taste. He 
teaches how to eat, drink, cohabit, 
void excrement and urine, and the 
like, elevating what is mean, and 
does not falsely excuse himself by 
calling these things trifles." That 
glimpse of the unfamiliar East 
perhaps reminds us of Leviticus 
and Deuteronomy, where we dis-
cover that our daily boring mo-
ments may not be so trivial. 
Perhaps berries and beans are sa-
cred; perhaps the body is a temple. 
Then the roots, the local myths-
a familiar American allusion when 
turning to another matter, the vast 
possibilities of the human imagina-
tion: "Be a Columbus to whole new 
continents and worlds within you, 
opening new channels not of trade 
but of thought." The East and the 
West thus commune with one 
another, in him; we consult our 
own individual experience and rec-
ognize them both. 
Three other points about 
Thoreau's authority: 
First, authority requires some-
times iconoclasm but not lunacy. By 
this I mean that current "common 
knowledge" or "consensus," though 
appealing, may turn out to be only 
a temporary truth. When for a 
long time "America" meant abun-
dance, Thoreau's definition seemed 
perverse: "The only true America" 
was for him that nation where you 
were free to do without certain 
amenities (his examples are tea, 
coffee, and beef), and where the 
state did not compel you to go to 
war to sustain an economy based 
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on these things. My guess is that in 
the late twentieth century-trade 
deficits, depleted forests, depleted 
oceans, abortions rampant-free-
dom not to be greedy or indulgent 
makes more sense than it used to. 
We may not exercise freedom of 
restraint, but we notice it as a good 
idea, and rather wish that other 
people would pull back. 
One trouble is, of 
course, that Joseph 
Sittler describes an 
impossible possible man. 
Second, as suggested above, au-
thority requires grounding in na-
ture and the cosmos, not just poli-
tics and business and the faith of 
whoever our father may be. It hap-
pens that Thoreau successfully ran 
his family's pencil factory, creating 
a better graphite mix and inventing 
a grinding mill, but what of that? 
What if he did meet a payroll? I 
am more apt to take his advice be-
cause he demonstrates how to sur-
vive in woods, field, classroom, 
town, commonwealth, depths of the 
soul. When he was a schoolteacher, 
his pupils perceived his experience. 
"If anything happened in the deep 
woods which only came about once 
m a hundred years, Henry 
Thoreau would be sure to be on 
the spot at the time and know the 
whole story." 
Third, authority manifests itself 
through metaphor and simile. Un-
less someone conceives for us our 
lives as parables, fables, analogies, 
wonders-greater possibilities than 
abstractions and boring patterns-
how can we grant authority? In the 
old plantation song, the covert ad-
vice to "Follow the drinking gourd" 
meant: Look to the Big Dipper and 
be guided north to freedom. How 
can we live without such signs? 
Scorpions and stones, bread and 
wine, justice as a mighty river-all 
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are refreshment to the imagination. 
The beautiful Walden pickerel, just 
brought up on the ice, had dazzling 
colors "like flowers and precious 
stones"; m Concord he found 
Arabia. 
So one rises before dawn to see 
the stars. One grows wild, since the 
imagination must cross the border 
before determining what local au-
thority will suit. One learns from 
experience and from Thoreau and 
other Gospels to prefer time and 
thought (which is to say living), 
rather than getting a living. 
There you have it, or at least 
more of it than before-"you" 
being Bret Wade of Dogwood High 
school. It's been a year (I have not 
had--or made-"time to think 
enough" until now), but perhaps 
what I began to say on authority is 
now laid out a little more exten-
sively. 
Consider this also: The electronic 
age is giving us sensors that turn 
on lights automatically as I cross 
the threshold. So I might want to 
ask someone how the lights go on 
in this house, rather than assume I 
know. And I might not trust the 
response. If a voice from the dark 
told me there was a light switch by 
the door, I might be as ready for 
the attack of a scorpion as a torrent 
of light. Whereas if Thoreau, at my 
side, told me there was already suf-
ficient illumination, J.hat if I felt my 
way carefully, I would in good time 
know the room and would find 
both candles and match, I would 
actually be willing to stop fumbling 
and consider the possibility that he 
had perceived my needs better 
than I myself. 
One trouble is, of course, that 
Joseph Sittler describes an impossi-
ble possible man. Not everyone we 
read, or see on TV, is Thoreau. 
We can't always determine the "na-
ture and performance" of the indi-
vidual giving us rules to live by. 
And so we muddle and guess and 
risk-and sometimes delay action 
until we can interrogate the advice-
giver. The sky in our time is not 
only bright with stars but dark with 
Hitler and Stalin and their bestial 
progeny around the world. 
"What youthful philosophers and 
experimentalists we are!" (the as-
tringent, authoritative voice from 
Concord, 1854). If "youthful" 
means too childlike, credulous, and 
assenting, what an amber light that 
statement is! 
From Dogwood, yqurs faithfully, 
C.V. ~= 
At the Sacrament, Late January in Chicago 
The first pair "took and ate" and frost 
welled up within the human soul. 
The sorry sun, caloric lost, 
glowed bleak-black, speechless in the cold. 
No fire could break that grip. Ice lost 
no hold until a ghastly heat 
from steaming blood, a Word criss-crossed, 
pronounced a second "take and eat." 





What are you doin', Marshall 
McLuhan? Remember him? He 
was, recall, the "oracle of the elec-
tronic age," the "spokesman of the 
New Communications," the "most 
important thinker since Newton, 
Darwin, Freud, Einstein, and Pav-
lov." 
In the Sixties, he reigned over 
his own academic empire at the 
University of Toronto, was lionized 
and even worshiped by media 
people, solemnly pored over in 
graduate seminars, hotly debated at 
middlebrow cocktail parties, 
scorned and envied by more or-
thodox academics, and incorpo-
rated into media strategies. Readers 
may remember the stir created by 
Joe McGinniss' book, The Selling of 
the President 1968, which had an ap-
pendix that reprinted internal 
memos from the Nixon campaign, 
one of which was excerpts from 
McLuhan's Understanding Media, 
and another which began "mcluhan 
etc:". 
When politicians such as Ronald 
Reagan were later termed 
"McLuhanesque," it was either de-
James Combs, who writes regularly on 
television and other aspects of popular 
culture for The Cresset, teaches Polit-
ical Science at Valparaiso University. 
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risive or complimentary, but in each 
case connoted someone who under-
stood how to use the mass media, 
television in particular. In Woody 
Allen's film Annie Hall, Woody and 
Diane Keaton are standing in line 
for a movie while a know-it-all in 
front of them is wrongly explaining 
McLuhan's distinction between 
"hot" and "cool" media. To best 
him, Woody produces the real 
Marshall McLuhan, who tells this 
turkey he is way off base. Allen 
then looks at the movie audience 
and says, "Wouldn't it be great if 
life were like this?" 
McLuhan is since dead and, sur-
prisingly, so is discussion of him. 
The great guru of the "communi-
cations revolution" has disappeared 
from popular academic discussion, 
his thinktank has been dissolved at 
Toronto, and one is hard pressed 
to find students in the many Com-
munications Departments around 
the land familiar with his work. 
Well, every intellectual dog has his 
day, but McLuhan's disappearance 
was surprisingly quick. One is 
tempted to think in retrospect that 
this was because he had little to say, 
and that his facile and outrageous 
approach to things got old very 
fast. But that's too easy an explana-
tion. 
For McLuhan, despite his popu-
lar appeal and celebrity status, did 
have something to say. For good or 
ill, he more than anyone else is 
probably responsible for the crea-
tion of all those Communications 
Departments and majors. His 
monument is not at Toronto but 
with all those students who will 
soon people newsrooms, ad agen-
cies, public relations offices, and 
movie studios, indeed all those en-
terprises of the Age of Communi-
cation whose stock-in-trade IS 
"mcluhan etc:", communicating 
words and images to media audi-
ences. It was McLuhan who 
popularized talk about "the media" 
("The media," wrote wry Tom 
Stoppard, "it sounds like a conven-
tion of spiritualists"); it was also 
McLuhan who overstated the 
media's importance (leading to 
poh,tical attacks on them), helped 
ma~e them glamorous (a Ia All the 
President's Men), and made the 
study of "communication" into a 
burgeoning academic industry. 
But what did McLuhan say that 
is still worth contemplating? Well, 
many things, really. But actually 
McLuhan is derivative: he was 
much influenced by his fellow 
Canadian Harold Adams Innis, a 
greater and more original thinker, 
who explored the relationship be-
tween civilization and communica-
tion. Like McLuhan, Innis was 
something of a technological deter-
minist, and he maintained that 
communication technology is pri-
mary to all technology and histori-
cal development. 
Nationalism, for instance, is a 
product of communication, and 
cannot occur until mass media 
communicate the idea that "we" 
exist as a differentiated and cohe-
sive group. When the newspapers 
in the British colonies in America 
began to communicate the idea that 
there was a being called "Ameri-
can,'' it was just a matter of time till 
the embattled farmers stood by the 
rude bridge at Concord. 
It was Innis who thought that 
media were literally "extensions of 
man,'' both in thought and deed, 
and that the hegemony of a form 
of communication paralleled a par-
ticular kind of civilization. An oral 
culture, he argued, led to a sacred 
orientation and authority vested in 
a state. 
McLuhan convincingly dealt with 
the transformation to and meaning 
of print culture in his best book, 
The Gutenberg Galaxy. But his em-
phasis differed from Innis in that 
he stressed the effect of communi-
cations on how we think: A print 
culture, for instance, looks at the 
world in a very different way than 
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an oral culture does. Print cultures 
emphasize linear, sequential think-
ing, creating such things as logic, 
the novel, machines, and baseball. 
Thus "the medium is the message" 
to the extent that both social in-
stitutions and social knowledge are 
affected by the hegemony of a 
form of communication. 
Mcluhan was the perfect 
guru for the Sixties, 
which entertained notions 
of transcendence and 
desperately wanted to 
believe in its own virtue. 
So far, so good. Innis-McLuhan 
have made a major contribution to 
knowledge. But where McLuhan 
became more controversial was 
when he argued that we are now in 
an electronic revolution that is, like 
print, going to revolutionize the 
world, and for the better. The 
world, he said, is now "imploding," 
moving us towards an electroni-
cally-bound "global village" that will 
render obsolete nationalism, the 
machine age, political democracy, 
hiearchical organization, and 
baseball. 
McLuhan in retrospect was 
breathtaking in the sweep of his 
prophecies and in the Utopian op-
timism of his sense of the benevo-
lence of electronic communication. 
Pay no attention to the stupefying 
content of television, he said, it will 
work its wonders in the fullness of 
time through its transformation of 
consciousness. The young are virtu-
ous because they are the children 
of TV: they want unifying, tactile 
experience; they transcend the old 
and hackneyed way of doing 
things; they will re-tribalize and 
save the world. Television will be 
for the twentieth century what the 
book was for the seventeeth. Some-
day a successor to McLuhan will 
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write The Marconi Galaxy. 
McLuhan was the perfect guru 
for the Sixties, which entertained 
notions of transcendence and des-
perately wanted to believe in its 
own rectitude. The "kids" could go 
see 2001: A Space Odyssey with Un-
derstanding Media in their pockets 
and view themselves as the precur-
sors of an Age of Aquarius that 
would make war, racism, books, 
and monogamy obsolete. 
None of that happened, so 
perhaps McLuhan's intellectual e-
clipse is the result of his failed 
prophecies. A prophet is really 
without honor if his predictions 
don't pan out. His vision became 
embarrassingly Rousseauian, with 
television serving as a mysterious 
good office that returns us to a 
sensory retribalized Eden. "McLu-
han," wrote James W. Carey (Anti-
och Review, Spring, 1967), "is a poet 
of technology. His work represents 
a secular prayer to technology, a 
magical incantation of the gods, de-
signed to quell one's fears that, 
after all, the machines may be tak-
ing over . ... McLuhan thus repre-
sents a species of secularized reli-
gious determinism, a modern Cal-
vinism which says, 'Everything is 
gonna be allright, baby.' ... But it 
is the quality of moral imagination 
contained in McLuhan's myth that 
is disquieting; it is as if it were of-
fered as a scientific footnote to 
Yeats' 'The Second Coming."' After 
the experience of the Seventies and 
Eighties, we are all willing to grant 
the power of television to affect 
reading scores and even percep-
tion, but we are a bit more suspi-
cious about whether it is leading us 
toward the Elysian Fields. 
McLuhan inspired a good many 
of us to study communication, 
which was the really worthwhile 
part of his legacy. But apart from 
his apocalyptic musings, his 
thought did have a couple of flaws 
we should ponder now. First, he 
committed what I like to call the 
communications fallacy. McLuhan be-
lieved that communications was the 
problem, and if problems of com-
munications are overcome, that 
solves everything. Thus electronic 
communication brings us closer to 
the "perfection" of intertribal and 
interpersonal communication, 
thereby bringing us into closer 
communion. 
Like the educators who believe 
that education is the answer, the 
myth of communicators is that 
communication is the answer. This 
not only confuses communication 
with communion, it denies that the 
problem is the problem, and not 
communication about it. (This was 
beautifully satirized in the movie 
Cool Hand Luke: while the guards 
are beating the stuffings out of 
Luke, the cynical and sadistic ward-
en intones, "What we have here is 
a failure to communicate.'') If the 
Russians and Americans blow each 
other up someday, it will be their 
insurmountable political conflicts 
that bring The Big Bang about, 
and not their failure to communi-
cate. Nuclear bombs, after all, are a 
form of political communication, 
but not political communion. 
Secondly, I suspect McLuhan not 
only banked too much on com-
munication as a panacea, he also 
thought that television was the last 
and eternally primary medium man 
would use. Television's magical 
powers depended on that. But as it 
turns out, that hasn't entirely been 
the case. Television is now an old 
medium, and everybody in 
America is used to it. Cable, it 
turns out, didn't revolutionize it, 
and everything on TV is very pre-
dictable. 
The structure of the network day 
hasn't been significantly altered in 
decades-morning news shows, 
then talk and game shows, followed 
by soaps, afternoon talk and games, 
evening news, nightly sit-coms, 
crime shows, and so forth, followed 






statistics now show a decline in the 
number of people watching televi-
sion. Unlike the early days of TV 
when it was such a novelty, it is 
now part of the taken-for-granted 
world, unable to really rivet our at-
tention and certainly without the 
powers of transformation McLuhan 
attributed to it. 
For like other media, TV is likely 
now moving from foreground to 
background. Recall that every 
medium eventually does that: the 
movies went from the primacy of 
foreground (with many millions at-
tending several movies a week) to 
background, with far fewer movies, 
smaller audiences, and occasional 
attenders. So did radio, becoming 
less compelling and more habitual, 
giving up traditional programming 
when TV superseded it and be-
coming a background medium, 
something you listen to in the car 
with only half-interest. The same 
thing happened with popular books 
(the "penny dreadful"), phonog-
raphs, and magazines. 
Americans are faddish toward 
their media toys, getting tired of 
them after awhile, but continuing 
to use them now and then even 
after the novelty has worn off. The 
TV may still be on a lot, but does 
anyone pay any attention to it? As 
more Americans work in front of 
TV-like computer screens all day, 
will they want to come home to sit 
in front of another TV screen? 
Today's youth, who McLuhan 
thought would be the TV genera-
tion that would complete the revo-
lution, are not narcotized by TV, 
nor remade into natural man; 
rather they seem bemused but not 
particularly involved by TV. Like 
their parents, TV is something that 
is always there and predictable, 
amusing and old hat. 
One person in five, according to 
a Roper poll, now thinks that 
watching TV is as boring as raking 
the yard. Many millions now use 
the TV set to watch VCR movies. 
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Others eschew NFL football to lis-
ten to National Public Radio. Still 
others will tune out the Ewings and 
Colbys and tune in a Sidney Shel-
don or Danielle Steel novel. Amer-
icans get uses and gratifications out 
of a diversity of media, of which 
TV is only one. 
Recently a big advertising execu-
tive said that TV has become so 
predictable that the industry itself 
was "developing a nation of 'no 
lookeys."' Well, maybe occasional 
and selective lookeys, experienced 
media users who know bad TV 
when they see it, and decide to 
rake the yard, rent a good movie, 
or even talk to their spouses. 
Maybe like the earlier media it 
superseded, TV has just run out of 
Past Wretchedness 
ideas, and tries to run on the tried-
and-tested formulas of old. Like 
the generals who fight the next war 
based on the tactics and weapons of 
the last one or the politicians who 
run the next campaign on the is-
sues that won the last election, TV 
may be trying to stay afloat on 
stories and structures that audi-
ences find ragged and whiskered. 
The big TV console of television's 
imperial heyday may someday be as 
nostalgic an item in antique stores 
as cathedral radios and Victrolas. 
So McLuhan needs to be remem-
bered but not revered, amended 
but not scorned. In the light of 
media history, we need to think of 
a "principle of media superses-
sion," and also of the cumulative 
• 
We thought we'd exorcised at last 
with cleverly laid bars across the entryway 
and hiding mirrors, shadows, shawls, whatever else 
they use to startle you from dreams 
your company of demons. 
But here you are once more at breakfast 
iron eyes dissecting space we share to prove 
again last night they devilled: him, towering 
robust like Papa; two marking sins from 
swaying pulpits; others, shapeless, masked 
encouraging a child's tormentors. 
Poor child. Who dozed through sermons twice 
and balked at recitations for the Mission Circle 
and questioned Scripture texts at table once and 
climbed in Sunday's dress the Pfeiffers' maple. 
The child who wants still, more than anything, 
to ride with man-made-god the plains forever. 
Who may not grow full-size, outweigh them all 
'til cradled against flesh tonight, she's 
lullabied past wretchedness. 
Lois Reiner 
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impact of all media. We may soften 
the technological determinism 
McLuhan espoused, but keep alive 
the notion that a medium does not 
have an historical and psychic ef-
fect. 
Squarely in the McLuhan tradi-
tion is Joshua Meyrowitz's recent 
book No Sense of Place, which deals 
with how multi-media access has 
changed ordinary life, making us, 
he argues, lose our sense of 
spatiotemporal placement and 
boundedness. Sending a child to 
his or her room, for instance, is not 
as punitive when that room is 
crammed with media (TV, radio, 
phonograph, telephone) that give 
the child access to an unbounded 
world beyond. Such media access, 
then, severely alters family life and 
psychic attention and interest. If we 
truly are a people with "no sense of 
place," we are fulfilling one of 
McLuhan's insistent predictions. 
But what's next, you may ask? 
And how will new media affect us? 
I suspect on the horizon will be in-
teractive and participatory media. 
Sooner than we think there will be 
devices which project, say, a play 
into your living room. Holonic fig-
ures will act out the play save one 
part, which you will play in relation 
to these projected figures. If you 
always had a hankering to play (fit-
tingly enough) Prospero, now you'll 
have your chance, in the privacy of 
your own living room. Indeed, 
some media futurists think pretty 
soon you'll be able to project your 
own subjective fantasies onto a 
screen or into your living room. 
(Now that'll put the pornographers 
out of business!) 
But what kind of society can we 
expect when people are preoc-
cupied with acting out their own 
private fantasies? We can only 
speculate. But Marshall McLuhan 
would be pleased that we will be 
doing so, since we will be looking 
again at the power of media to 




Gail McGrew Eifrig 
It is too terrible to write about, 
really. When it happened, we said 
it was too terrible to think about, 
and we lowered our voices even to 
mention it. Yet we had to mention 
it, and to think about it, and now it 
is time to write about it. Tom 
Gahl's murder is not just a private 
sorrow. To understand tragedy is 
probably more than we can do, but 
murder is a public affair, and that, 
in a democracy, we are committed 
to consider with serious attention. 
What happens when we consider 
Tom's life and death, and know it 
to be an American story? 
He grew up in our town, and 
when he was in high school he 
lived just across the alley from us. 
I could see the light in his bedroom 
window-as his mother told me 
many times that she could see the 
light in my son's-and I guess he 
was doing his homework and read-
ing and listening to records and 
writing college applications. I know 
he probably was lifting weights, be-
cause after he went away to college, 
his dad brought them over for our 
sons to "borrow," and we still have 
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them. 
Tom was a local football player, 
and he played in college, too, but 
mainly he was the sort of student 
you would call an All-American 
guy. He'd come home in the sum-
mers, and we'd see him mowing 
the lawn, or painting the house, or 
throwing a ball around with his 
older brother. And then he was 
graduated, and then he was work-
ing, and then he was married, and 
then we'd see him on weekend vis-
its, pushing the stroller around the 
block. He just grew up, exactly like 
you'd want your boy to grow up, 
and he was a man. 
The last time I saw him was at 
the visitation before his father's 
funeral. He looked nice in his dark 
suit, and I remember thinking I'd 
hardly ever seen him in "good 
clothes." For the weekend visits at 
his folks' house, he was always in 
his grubbies, mowing the grass, or 
raking leaves, or throwing a ball 
around with his little sons. At the 
visitation, one of them was hanging 
on his trouser leg. Tom, red-eyed, 
laughed to hear that we still had 
his old weights, but he said we 
should keep them. "I don't think 
I'll need them," he said. 
And a month later, there was his 
name in the headlines, his face in 
the newspaper: Local Man Shot in 
Indy Crime Spree. And the televi-
sion picture I don't want to re-
member and can't forget of the city 
street, quiet and sunny and empty, 
except for a sort of bundle out in 
the middle that the announcer said 
was the body of Federal probation 
officer Thomas Gahl. For the next 
ten days, we read about the fugitive 
killer, until finally he died in a 
blaze of gunfire in a barn in Mis-
soun. 
The story itself is terrible, be-
cause we recoil from acknowledg-
ing that someone we know and 
care about could have been gunned 
down on a city street in an act of 
random violence. But this killing 
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was not entirely random, and here 
lies its most terrible meaning. Be-
cause Tom Gahl was a man de-
voted to the welfare of the person 
who killed him. He didn't just work 
in the field we call criminal justice; 
he was committed to it. He believed 
in working to improve the system, 
but even when it wasn't what it 
might be, he believed in working 
for the people the system tries to 
deal with. He was his murderer's 
best hope. 
Tom Gahl believed in 
working for the people 
the system tries to deal 
with. He was his 
murderer's best hope. 
Because, you see, there is 
another mother and son in this 
story, the sad, miserable, tormented 
reverse of the Gahls. No doubt 
more will be told at some point 
about the life and times of Michael 
Jackson, but the news did report 
that his mother begged him to give 
himself up and "get help." She'd 
been begging this for some time, it 
seemed. 
Jackson was a crazy, a long-time 
insoluble problem. He'd been in 
prison, and in treatment centers, 
and in various kinds of custody, 
and in every kind of trouble. His 
mother was frightened of him, and 
for him. But what could anyone 
do? His probation officer carried 
out the provisions of the law con-
cerning him, but one day his own 
mysterious system of controls gave 
way. He painted himself up with 
silver paint, witnesses said, and 
geared himself up with weapons 
and went out to do some damage. 
And though Tom pleaded with 
him, there in the street, he shot 
him, and then ran off, killing 
others, taking cars, kidnapping hos-
tages, wounding police, until finally 
he came to an end, full of bullet 
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holes, in that Missouri barn. His 
end has, for all its grotesqueness, a 
kind of grim inevitability, almost a 
logic. 
As you sow, thus shall you reap. 
We'd like to think that modern 
capabilities could put us beyond the 
reach of that truth. We can do so 
many things that seem impossible, 
and we can prevent so many conse-
quences, that one more doesn't 
seem too much to ask. But we are 
a violent society, one of the most 
violent that the world today knows. 
We are not alone in our love af-
fair with individuality, unreason, 
and death, but we pursue that be-
loved with a fierce intensity. We 
have made an esthetic of violence, 
and surrounded ourselves with it in 
the music and art of our popular 
culture. Glorifying violence on a 
national scale, we also surround 
ourselves with its images for enter-
tainment, providing icons for our 
worship. We believe in violence. 
And to the extent that we do, 
our Tom Gahls will die. We should, 
I think, face the truth as honestly 
as we can. For it is too much to ex-
pect that everyone can control and 
manage the strange pressure of liv-
ing peacefully and calmly in an at-
mosphere of chaos. How can mere 
systems of criminal justice, or of 
education, or of organized religion 
hold these powers of unreason and 
violence at bay? 
We said at the time that it was 
hopeless to try to find a meaning 
in Tom's death. And I believe that 
is true. The faithful committed his 
soul to God, and his family to the 
hope of the resurrection, and 
then we had to walk away. But 
we cannot turn away from the 
two images, the All-American 
boy and his demonic counter-
part, and the mothers who grieve 
for them. We are the society that 
shaped them both, and the image 
IS ours. •• •• 
The Lesson of the Leaves 
Autumn explodes in a fireworks show. 
Cascading like Roman candle rockets, 
Trees peak and fizzle . Crimson-caped maples, 
Leaves rustling with arias, regale us 
While Valkyrian willows drag their robes 
Along the canal's marigold footlights . 
Voices hushed, we stand under elms that soar 
Like gilt archways of high-domed cathedrals. 
And yet, in a few weeks, after the trees 
Are ravaged by the wind, their branches bare, 
Picked clean as the bones of campfire fish, 
Are we not just as impressed by the sight 
Of a few leaves we have stolen like gold, 
Displaying their worth on white tablecloths, 
Like brush-strokes on rice paper, or hidden 





It happened the other day in the 
grocery store: as I rounded an aisle 
I heard a woman say in an exasper-
ated tone of voice, "Because I said 
so." I knew immediately what was 
going on-here was a mother 
whose child had managed to push 
her to the end of her calm reason-
ableness. When all else fails and the 
kid won't either shut up or listen to 
logic, we tend to fall back on what 
might be called Parental Prattle. 
It is not easy to be a parent in 
this fast-moving, ever-changing so-
ciety. Probably it never has been. 
Someone has said that this is the 
most important work most of us 
will ever do that we have practically 
no training for, except what we 
gain on the job. Indeed, theorists 
and counselors agree that for bet-
ter or worse, most of us treat our 
offspring pretty much the way our 
own parents treated us. And we 
certainly tend to talk like they did. 
Didn't you tell yourself when you 
were growing up and heard your 
folks use some dumb phrase for 
the umpteenth wearisome time, "If 
and when I ever have any kids, I 
will never, ever say that?" But then 
you do. In the middle of a power 
struggle with a two-year-old or a 
preteen or an adolescent, some-
thing primeval takes over, and out 
of your own mouth comes the voice 
of your mother or father, saying 
those same idiotic things: 
"Clean up your plate; think of all 
the poor starving children in Af-
rica" (or China or South America 
or wherever) . 
"Stop crying, or I'll give you 
something to cry about." 
"If all of your friends jumped off 
of a bridge would you do it too?" 
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"The answer IS no, and that's 
final." 
And that old granddaddy of 
them all, the aforementioned "Be-
cause I said so." 
Now there is nothing intrinsically 
wrong with such statements. Each 
of those chestnuts and others like 
them attempts to make a valid 
point. Small people should get into 
the habit of thinking of their bless-
ings in relation to others and not 
waste food; bigger ones should 
learn to think for themselves and 
not just blindly follow the crowd 
into dangerous situations. 
The problem is, of course, that 
Parental Prattle actually short-cir-
cuits the thinking process in both 
generations. Moms and Dads resort 
to it when they are desperate to 
stop the noise or the arguments 
and they can't come up with any-
thing better to say. Eventually cer-
tain situations just seem made to 
order for the ready retort. 
Meanwhile, their moppets and 
striplings aren't paying any atten-
tion, because the words don't make 
sense to them. "The poor starving 
children are welcome to my tur-
nips, if only I could think of a way 
to ship this glop over there." "Of 
course I wouldn't jump off a 
bridge (unless it wasn't too high 
above the water), but what does 
that have to do with getting my 
head shaved, or staying out till two 
a.m.?" "I know you said so, but 
what do you know about it?" 
So they turn off as soon as the 
phrases start, and they often fail to 
grasp the meaning behind the 
rhetoric. In fact, it isn't until they 
become parents themselves that 
some people understand what 
those words really meant. Which, 
by the way, is the basis of another 
Prattle: "just wait till you have kids 
of your own, and then you'll see 
what you've put me through!" 
The phenomenon appears to be 
universal. I have taught many 
classes dealing with the family, pa-
rental roles, and so on, and I quite 
often bring up this topic for class 
discussion. Nearly everyone, no 
matter what his or her ethnic back-
ground or geographical origin, can 
identify with the situation. Regular 
college age students say, yes, it's 
true in my family, and returning 
students who have become parents 
say, yes, I do it, too. 
Some years back there was a 
story going around that went some-
thing like this: A bunch of long-
term prisoners got tired of telling 
the few jokes they knew, over and 
over, so to save their collective 
breath they assigned numbers to 
the stories. When one fellow or 
another got inspired to demon-
strate his wit he would call out 
"#19," or whatever, and all of the 
guys in the other cells would laugh 
uproariously. 
One year a new felon came to 
take up residence and was initiated 
into the joke-telling system. After a 
while he got up the courage to try 
his hand at the game, but when he 
called out "#26", nobody laughed. 
He tried again: "#7!" Still no guf-
faws. After several more failures he 
asked his cellmate what he was 
doing wrong. The guy shook his 
head, shrugged, and said, "Well, 
some people can tell 'em and some 
people can't." 
Maybe we should just put num-
bers on Parental Prattle statements 
and shout them out at appropriate 
moments. It would be just as effec-
tive, and think of the energy it 
would save. There doesn't seem to 
be another viable solution, since 
parents have to try to train and 
teach, and children have to rebel 
and learn from their own experi-
ence. Communication is a two-way 
street, as we all know, but for most 
of the years the two generations 
typically live together, we often 
seem headed in opposite directions. 
If we learned to use the num-
bers, and to laugh at them, we 
might get somewhere. Cl 
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